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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this case study was to explore the educational leadership training experiences in
special education for school principals of public charter schools in Washington D.C. Guiding this
study, is the theory of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), contributed by Shulman (1986),
and the social constructivist theory contributed by Lev Vygotsky (1978). These theories seek to
explain the relationship between what principals are expected to know and do based on
leadership content knowledge and practical application, specifically in terms of leading special
education programs in schools. The central question of this study is: What are the experiences of
school principals relating to preparation in special education? To explore this research question,
the sample includes 10 school principals from a public charter school network in Washington,
D.C. The data collection methods included the use of semi-structured interviews, document
analysis, and a focus group. Data analysis procedures were aligned with the work of Miles and
Huberman (1994) and Morse (1994), consisting of comprehending, synthesizing, theorizing, and
recontextualizing. This study was able to develop three themes gleaned from the analysis of
participants’ responses during the interviews, focus group, and document analysis. This research
contributes to the overall picture of school principals’ preparedness to lead special education
programs. The results of this study indicated that more intentional content is needed in preparing
tomorrow’s educational leaders in understanding and leading where special education programs
exist. Further research and collaboration with the nation’s leading universities can build these
aspects into their educational leadership programs.
Keywords: special education, educational leadership, training, pedagogical content knowledge
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the educational leadership
training experiences for building leaders of public charter schools in Washington D.C. This
research explored how these experiences and programs prepare candidates to be highly effective
in leading school-based special education programs. Through careful analysis, critical thought,
and captured experiences from principals, this body of work sought to determine the narrative of
principals and their respective educational leadership programs. Next, this body of work sought
to determine the level of training for these principals who are partially responsible for the
academic, social, and physical well-being of the students. The study’s overall significance to
peers and other scholars was to provide additional information related to educational leadership
practice, especially in terms of special education. In the first chapter, the purpose of the study
was presented by discussing several different focal points. Additionally, it reviewed special
education training in school leadership training experiences and programs. Subsequently, a
review of the foundations of leadership in education and how it developed over time will support
the historical perspective. Lastly, chapter one will review the topics’ relevance to the researcher
and its overall significance.
Background
Principals have complex responsibilities, one of which is to guide their faculty in
successful instructional practices (Reid, 2021). Faculty is a mixture of teachers and staff with
varying expertise in specific content areas. Therefore, school leaders are compelled to be
equipped with the knowledge and tools to be able to support their team (Acton, 2021). In terms
of this study, how are school leaders being prepared for this responsibility, specifically in special
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education content? One aspect of this study was to identify potential next steps in restructuring
principal preparedness to lead special education programs in schools and contribute to an
existing body of knowledge that supports research-based practices for teaching and learning.
Additional work connected to this study would be to consider restructuring leadership
competencies, educational leadership programs, alternative leadership programs, and creating
alignment between the quality indicators in federal law and school-based output and
management. This research in this study highlighted these ideas and supports the impetus of this
work. The problem addressed in this study is, if principals are unprepared or feel unprepared to
lead special education programming (Bettini, Gurel, Park, Leite, & McLeskey, 2019). Cobb
(2015) highlighted that this problem could potentially lead to a failure to implement a highquality provision of services for students with disabilities.
The background of this study focused on special education preparation for educational
leaders. Foundational contexts included the history of special education and the evolution of
educational leadership. These two topics revealed the hidden aspects as it relates to preparation
in special education for school leaders by highlighting successes, as well as gaps within each
subtopic. Additionally, the discussion of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA,
2004), the evolution of school leadership, and how they connect to one another, supports this
section. Lastly, the structure of the section included literature that discusses how the problem
has evolved within the historical, social, and theoretical contexts of the problem. It will include a
timeline that provides some foundational contexts adding value and vision to the topic.
Historical Hallmarks of Special Education
Work from Pazey and Yates (2018) substantiated that the history of special education
leadership and administration and focusing on the needs of individuals with exceptional abilities
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began over 50 years ago. Because the history is somewhat robust, Figure 1 provides the main
legislative and legal actions regarding the evolution of special education in America.
Figure 1
Historical Hallmarks of Special Education
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In the 19th century and the first two-thirds of the 20th century, the topic of special
education was unfamiliar. Many people simply did not know what it meant. In other cases, they
did not know how to respond to the manifestations of different disabilities which later proved to
be harmful and difficult to debond (Kauffman & Hornby, 2020). Yell, Rogers, and Rogers
(2016) highlighted that within most of the 21st century many states were still implementing
exclusionary practices for students with disabilities, indicating some level of unfamiliarity and
demonstrating the connection special education still has to how special education operates.
Instead of being characterized as needing support, individuals with disabilities were classified as
unusual and abnormal in nature (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). According to Blanton, Pugach, and
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Boveda (2018), considering the knowledge base required for the teaching practice, special
education was initially included as the requirement of teaching competencies. Yet, they did not
know what it meant to have a disability, nor did they understand the importance of protecting
individuals with disabilities.
This leads to an example hallmarked by Public Law 85-926 (1958) when the government
began to make changes to public law regarding the education and structure of students with
disabilities. After which, the civil rights movements began to address inequities in access to
education based on discriminatory practices. Lewis, Garces, and Frankenberg (2019) stated that
the significance of support from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights
(OCR) in the desegregation of schools; this caught the attention of advocates of special education
as it appeared to create a lane for advocates to challenge the idea of discriminatory practices
amongst people with disabilities. There was a high number of disabled individuals in jail,
maintained in poor conditions, or simply experiencing unfair treatment – mainly because of their
disability manifestation and the current climate of discrimination based on race connected to
education (Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020). Consistent with this aforementioned research, this was
the only way people knew how to respond to citizens who were disabled (Obiakor & Bakken,
2019).
Between 1967 and 1974, nothing significant was recorded related to special education or
the protection of handicapped individuals. Later, Public Law 94-142 (1975) became the
inception of laws protecting students with disabilities; this public law was known as the
Education for All Handicapped Children Act (Keogh, 2007). During this time, there was a lot of
advocacies for federal funding that would support the education of students with disabilities
(Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017). This was due to the lack of inclusion of students with disabilities
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into, what is known as, mainstream education. Additionally, this was derived from several
complaints made by families who were paying money out of pocket to fund their child’s diverse
educational needs. This landmark piece of legislation for special education, the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act, provided funding towards the education of students with disabilities
and was pushed onto the federal and local agenda (Bateman & Bateman, 2015). This act became
the cornerstone of modern special education. As the cornerstone, it then urged responses from
local school districts to increase their knowledge base and school programming to reflect the
provision of special education for students who require it. Consequently, it also increased
lawsuits and due process complaints regarding the denial of appropriate educational
accommodations for programs and districts that had not met the federal demands or those that
were simply unprepared (Lueker, 2016).
These changes in the law were parallel to responses occurring during the civil rights
movement. In 1982, the case of Board of Education v. Rowley became the inception of the
provision of a Free Appropriate and Public Education, also known as FAPE (Board of Education
v. Rowley, 1982). The United States Supreme Court decision resulted in changes in the
inclusionary practices of students with disabilities (Henry & Johnson, 2018). Local schools
became required by law to provide students with disabilities with FAPE in response to poor
educational conditions for this group. It was noticed that denial or dismissal of educating
students with disabilities violated the 14th amendment, which states that any natural-born citizen
of the United States was guaranteed equal protection under the law. In the case of FAPE, this
means that if general education students are offered a free and appropriate education, then
students with disabilities should be offered the same and be provided with the funding to do so.
Under the provisions of FAPE, individuals with disabilities are protected and are offered
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programing in the Least Restricted Environment (LRE). After which, in 1997 Public Law 94-142
then became known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. Individual states began to
adopt new provisions for special education and, in some cases, state laws to protect local
regulations in alignment with IDEA. The federal response to special education even further
expanded the requirements with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act by mandating
service provision in early learning programs from birth to five years of age. This created the
early intervention programs to support the identification and programming of students with
disabilities at an earlier age (US Office of Special Education Programs, 2007).
Finally, in 2004 IDEA was amended. This new reauthorization included many changes
in semantics to continually support the contemporary vision of special education such as
procedural and accountability systems for the provisions of FAPE (Zirkel, 2017). Special
education began to evolve as the 2004 amendment placed larger accountability systems on
school principals to ensure that students with disabilities were provided with equal access to the
general education setting alongside their same-aged peers. Special education has evolved so
much that school principals are required by law to ensure the provision of FAPE, as they are the
Local Education Agency representative (Frost & Kersten, 2011). However, principals have
become less accountable for this work (Lashley, 2007). Principals shifted their responsibilities of
managing the special education program to other staff members with specialized knowledge.
However, conceptually principals were supposed to be responsible for the instructional
programming of their buildings that includes curriculum, teaching and learning practice, and
special education service provision (Terosky, 2016) – this was not happening. For example,
popular school districts in special education publicly designated such responsibilities to teachers
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or other qualified staff pending certain requirements (District of Columbia Public Schools
Division of Specialized Instruction, Office of Teaching and Learning, 2018)
Work from Lewallen, Hunt, Potts-Datema, Zaza, and Giles (2015) highlighted that in the
mid-2000’s the focus of education began to shift to educating the “whole child,” as opposed to
simple service provision and providing education without considering outside factors that impact
how students access their education. In terms of educating the whole child, the idea focused on
academics, social-emotional wellbeing, and external factors impacting the child’s education.
This contributes to federal laws like the McKinney Vento Homeless Education Act (MKV,
1987). This shift is attributed to the work of some local school districts such as the District of
Columbia Public Schools. It has been a part of their district priorities to work under this premise
as the driving force of their commitment to local education, thus they have adopted this wholechild approach and have been coined as school networks with successful practices for all
students (District of Columbia Public Schools, 2017). In their responsiveness to adopt the whole
child approach, there isn’t any evidence denoting how they are preparing leaders to lead special
education programs.
Historical Context of Educational Leadership Needs
Barakat, Reames, and Kensler (2019) described how the historical contexts of
educational leadership have transformed significantly over time. These changes appeared to be
systemically connected to the political advances of the economy. Normore and Issa Lahera
(2019) described that the history of educational leaders, in the historical sense, is documented in
four stages – ideology, prescriptive, professional, and dialectic (Figure 2). The ideology,
prescriptive, professional, and dialectic stages in Figure 2 offer a clear vision of how educational
leadership has evolved.
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Figure 2
Phases of Educational Leadership
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These phases are an effective construct that enables the reader to understand the historical
context of educational leadership needs. The components of the construct contain four different
eras. Each era highlights a different phase within educational leadership while also highlighting
the leadership requirement from each school leader during that time. Its connection to this study
was to demonstrate how educational leadership needs have evolved. This figure illustrates this
evolution, captured from a little over 120 years. In the early 1800s, the teacher served two roles.
In most cases, the teacher served as instructor and principal, with minimal guidance and structure
(Rousmaniere, 2013). These teachers mostly taught elementary grades. Before the 1900s, this
ideological phase offered no need for formalized educational leadership training for those
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described as teachers. Consequently, a principals’ training was acquired through experience. To
provide context, ideological refers to the state of building the conceptual idea of the school
leader in its beginning stages.
Between 1900 and 1945, the prescriptive phase and a shift in employment needs began.
In this context, the phrase prescriptive represents the era’s ability to adapt or prescribe to the
developing needs of the school leader. Some higher educational programs consequently began to
offer courses to support the management expertise of aspiring leaders, as opposed to the
contemporary role of leading the learning organization in multiple capacities (instruction,
operations, etc.).
Between 1946 and 1985, organizational theory and behavior begin to emerge which
highlighted the idea and context of managing learning organizations and people Normore and
Issa Lahera, 2019). According to Lyon, et al. (2018), this type of theory became very important
because it set the stage to investigate the effectiveness of school structures linked to student
achievement. Through its emergence, the professional stage forced programs to develop rigorous
content for the competencies of educational leaders (Rousmaniere, 2013). It was also during this
time that the University Council of Educational Administration (UCEA) was developed.
After 1985 the dialectic phase, the social, cultural, and political changes were at their
peak. The phrase dialectic refers to the reflective and investigative nature of this phase. This era
(even until now) encouraged programs to look at how they should reinvent their courses and
initiatives to advance the accountability systems for schools. The risky part of this is the idea that
educational leadership will fall into anachrony because it will no longer progress the practice of
leadership that aligns with 21st-century education and beyond (Normore & Issa Lahera, 2019).
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Figure 2 highlights a timeline of the history behind the needs of educational leadership for
schools.
As the needs of educational leadership have developed over time, the capacity has grown
where special education leadership has been added to the needs of educational leadership; school
leaders need to be prepared in this content area. English (2011) states that the roles of principals
and school leaders have evolved in terms of roles and responsibilities. Consequently, school
principals need to be trained in special education, even in the instance of aligning training to
practice. Lawsuits such as Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children (PARC) & Mills in
1971, was a key example of the importance of special education leadership amongst principals
(PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 1971; Mills v. Board of Education of District of
Columbia, 1972). The context of PARC involved school districts deciding the special education
placement of students with disabilities. It was ruled that this process should be inclusive of the
parent to ensure proper placement. Also related to placement, Mils involved exclusionary
discipline practices of students with disabilities based on the school’s inability to afford their
education. The results, in this case, indicated school districts are required to uphold FAPE and
due process where applicable. This case necessitated the need for principals to understand the
educational and developmental needs of students with disabilities to ensure that they are
prepared for academic success. Using these lawsuits as a model, this level of knowledge would
be needed to determine placement for students with disabilities. This decision is made by school
principals, which requires them to have this knowledge.
The development of educational leaders placed more emphasis on the ability to lead and
supervise instruction, while also overseeing subject matter content (English, 2011). Subject
matter content guides this study in terms of focusing on the pedagogical content knowledge for
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educational leaders. Work from Garrison-Wade, Sobel, and Fulmer (2007) mentioned that there
is very little special education training being offered to school principals which negatively
impacts their ability to support their school and student support staff. As performance metrics
from national and state testing performance has become the reflection of principals and progress,
special education doesn’t fit within the scope and sequence of school leadership as the testing
standards do not include additional factors such as race, status, or even native language (Fanoos
& He, 2021).
Figure 3
History of Educational Leadership Needs
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Social Context
In terms of the social context of educational leadership, Williams (2015) argued that
educational leadership responds to their contemporary social context. This means that the
practice of educational leadership changes and adapts to the current needs of education. It is
widely recognized that while educational leadership responds to its contemporary social context,
more development is needed is still needed to further explore the idea (Harris & Jones, 2020).
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Leithwood, Harris, and Hopkins (2020) added to this idea by acknowledging that educational
leadership needs to change beyond its primitive practice, which will lead movements beyond
simple implementation of leadership, to calculated responsiveness to the demands of its teachers,
students, and educational programming.
Gil and Kim (2018) revealed that in education there were developments in the systems of
accountability for student achievement. These developments were inspired by federal mandates
such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001(NCLB) and its reauthorization noted as the Every
Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA). The human element to this social context and its impact
are teachers’ perceptions of the federal mandates – specifically related to their experience with
their school-based leaders. Particularly with the inception of NCLB, teachers felt more pressure
to attend to assessment accountability, while also noticing the physical absence of their principal
based on turnover or preoccupancy with other higher priority demands linked to NCLB (Mitani,
2018). Moore, Hakim, and Branch (2016) explained that teachers wanted more from the
principals in terms of visibility, but this was a challenge because of the impact of NCLB. NCLB
inadvertently created a testing culture that increased pressure on both principals and teachers –
promoting a global challenge in effectiveness (Smith & Holloway, 2020). On the other hand,
ESSA (2015) was beneficial to educational leaders as it created funding for principal
professional development, efforts to retain principals, thus increasing their self-efficacy in
employing ESSA (Hamilton, 2020).
Due to these changes in public policy, there was a sense of urgency for programs to
develop a minimum standard for educational leadership. According to Murphy, Louis, and
Smylie (2017), the Professional Standards of Educational Leaders (PSEL) developed in 2015 is
an example of the onset of operationalizing key competencies in educational leadership. Given
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the context of education, its nature, and practice of advancement, programs tried to adopt some
sense of uniformity through national standards and curriculum for current and aspiring principals
(Young & Perrone, 2016).
While there is no universal standard for educational leaders, Young, Mawhinney, and
Reed (2016) captured how programs in turn used evidence-based practices to address the
educational leadership needs of current and aspiring leaders. This creates positive outcomes as it
relates to how educational leaders develop and maintain school life and culture, alongside its
growing needs (Quong, 2016). Day, Gu, and Sammons (2016) described the impact that this lack
of a general standard has on society since the skills of principals, both secondary and primary
levels, are an important factor in student success in general and special education. With the great
responsibilities that principals have to students and the community, their level of effectiveness
contributes to the overall development of society as they prepare students to become competitive
citizens, especially in challenging urban areas (Dolph, 2017). Research from Hardy and
Grootenboer (2016) revealed that school and community relationships are important. It brings
together the impact of quality principal preparation and the importance of quality principal
preparation; this includes their preparation to support special education programs in their
schools. Based on this concept, quality principal preparation includes multiple things that need to
be included in their training experiences.
Theoretical Framework
Two key constructs relate to leadership preparedness and provide more insight. The first
theoretical framework guiding this study is the theory of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK),
(Shulman, 1986). It refers to the specific knowledge and competencies that educators should
know to be successful in the practice of teaching and learning. As an educational psychologist,
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Shulman developed the framework from inquiry, based on teacher qualification exams and the
trend that supported its emphasis on content knowledge more than pedagogy (1986). This
research targets the mechanics of content knowledge, how it is translated into instruction, and the
evaluation of teaching practices (1986).
Shulman challenges the notion that teaching and learning are less “procedural” and more
about what the person knows (1986). Krepf, Ploger, Scholl, and Seifert (2018) help to convey the
importance as PCK pinpoints different disciplines within education in efforts to investigate how
it can be applied to diverse issues within teaching and learning, culminating in the success of all
students. Research from Almeida, Davis, Calil, and Vilalva (2019) support its applicability to my
study as it continues to expand PCK in its relativity to other disciplines within education, in this
case, educational leadership. Specific knowledge and competencies, represented in Table 1,
within the PCK construct generally include subject matter, content, strategies, and assessment of
learning.
Table 1
Pedagogical Content Knowledge Constructs
Pedagogical Content Knowledge Constructs
Subject Matter Content (e.g., Math,
Science, English Language Arts,
Educational Leader Styles/Practice)

Teaching Strategies

Differentiation Techniques

Assessment of learning

To frame the idea of how PCK was used, consider the following example: Principal
effectiveness is linked to teacher effectiveness; subsequently, teacher effectiveness is linked to
student achievement (Perilla, 2014). This idea supports the need for strong, well-prepared
principals in all areas where they intend to support teachers. Throughout its development,
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researchers have created certain characteristics that would reflect a “good” school principal.
Some of these characteristics reflect proficiency in management/operations and instructional
leadership (Hebert, 2019). However, their responsibility is to bring significance to student
outcomes and teacher effectiveness.
To maintain this idea, Slater, Garcia Garduno, and Mentz (2018) stated that research must
be conducted to rediscover the structures of principal preparation programs. Jacobson,
McCarthy, and Pounder (2015) stated that a key element to strong programming is related to the
focus of the program (e.g., social justice or urban leadership development). Cosner, Tozer,
Zavitkovsky, and Whalen (2015) discussed redesigning program structures to include learning
experiences surrounding school-wide improvements and the application of diagnostic problemsolving. The topic of redesigning principal preparation programs is a part of the conversation
that explores principals and their educational leadership training experiences, relative to special
education.
To align pedagogical content knowledge as a theory guiding this study, Table 2 explains
the specific competencies needed for educational leaders. Principalship, principal effectiveness,
etc. is related to the PCK theoretical framework by acknowledging that a part of their
experiences will come from some form of curriculum/study that offers them content knowledge
(Shulman, 1986). Additionally, these competencies are a part of the PCK that refers to the
specific knowledge and competencies that school principals should know to be successful in the
practice of educational leadership.
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Table 2
Pedagogical Content Knowledge Constructs
Pedagogical Content Knowledge Constructs (School Leaders)
Principalship

Principal Effectiveness

Coaching & Feedback

Assessment of Teacher
Effectiveness

Special Education Leadership
Operations

Human Capital
Family and Community
Engagement

Vygotsky's social constructivist framework (1978) was used as the secondary framework
to develop a collective and collaborative knowledge base to inform the practices of teaching and
learning based on the responses of educational leadership from the study. Vygotsky’s social
constructivist theory discusses learning and development that happens in social settings
(collaboratively) and how we can construct our knowledge through our scholarly experiences
(team learning, internship, practicum, etc.) (Overall, 2007) Based on the research from Adom,
Yeboah, and Ankrah (2016), the constructivist construct builds knowledge through a very close
examination of the topic based on literature and human interaction with participants regarding
their experiences. Social constructivism within this study is related to the idea that learning
experiences can emerge from peers on the job and through the experience of others (e.g., special
education teachers, special departments in school buildings, directors, etc.). Thus, I focused on
principal experiences in the leadership preparation programs to explore the narrative of how they
are prepared holistically, as themes emerged naturally regarding deficits of knowledge/training.
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Situation to Self
I am a special educator and an educational leader. I began my career as a special
education teacher in a special education day school teaching students with low incidence
disabilities. Later, I moved to become an inclusion teacher, case manager, and resource teacher.
Now that I am leading a special education program, alongside a building principal, I recognize
the importance for both of us to demonstrate our expertise as leaders of the school. Throughout
my professional career as a teacher and teacher leader, I have seen several incidences where
principals did not have adequate training or skills to lead special education programs. This is
evidenced by poor decision-making and/or the consistent inability to make decisions regarding
their campus-based special education program.
Additionally, I have experienced how principals practiced inequity among general
education teachers and students, in comparison to students and teachers in special education. An
example of inequity could be where leadership chooses to place special education students and
teachers in the school building, physically (e.g., particular classrooms, specific wings in the
school building, etc.). According to Agran et al. (2020), placement has been linked to the quality
of implementation for individualized education programs. I observed inequity which is also
evidenced by not providing special education teachers with targeted coaching regarding their
practice and content.
Philosophical Assumptions – Ontological, Axiological, & Epistemological
Ontology or ontological assumption in qualitative research involves the question of
existence in realities and how these realities can be explored by research (e.g., cause and effect
relationships) (Farghaly, 2018). Within the context of this study, there was an exploration of the
cause/effect relationship of special education training experiences for school principals and the
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impact it had on the preparedness to lead special education programs. An additional layer to this
is the relationship principals have to student outcomes which bring further significance to the
study.
Epistemological Assumptions
According to Bleiker, Morgan-Trimmer, Knapp, and Hopkins (2019), the epistemological
assumption represents the study of what we know. The epistemological position within this study
is constructivism. Constructivism is the theory that learning takes place in a social context and by
interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). For the purposes of this research, the ontological and
epistemological approach combined leads the study into its data collection methods. The
construction of knowledge is translated through the social context of this study, evidenced by
collections methods such as interviews and a focus group.
Axiological Assumptions
The study is partially driven by my experiences as a special education teacher and special
education administrator. This led to the objective inquiry into the leadership experiences around
the topic and its participants. From this, axiological assumptions emerge and must be discussed,
with special regard to qualitative research. Axiology in research is otherwise known as the study
of values or beliefs related to the parameters of the study and its participants (Khatri, 2020). To
protect the values, integrity of the research, and its participants based on my connection to the
research, the interview questions are posed objectively. Additionally, member checking is also a
part of the methodology to ensure that each participant is fairly and accurately represented.
Problem Statement
The problem is that principals may not be getting the proper preparation and training to
understand the complexities of maintaining special education programs as it relates to federal
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and local law, best practices, and explicit inclusionary practices (Samuels, 2018). Because the
principal is leading the special education program within his/her school, additional training is
needed. The students are directly affected by this problem, and in these instances, they will
continue to be put at risk if the knowledge gap of building leaders is not addressed. Students may
not have access to quality learning experiences due to poor support from school leaders. Families
and community members are secondarily affected by this problem. Family and community
members pay their tax dollars to support high-quality educational programs in their local areas.
Without proper training, a large part of school programming (special education) may be
underserved. According to Schulze and Boscardin (2018), there is minimal research that explores
the principal as leaders in special education. DeMatthews, Kotok, and Serafini (2019) concur
with their findings that this gap in literature sustains the issue that principals require more
training (specifically in special education) and that it could potentially be addressed through
leadership preparation.
Rodriguez, Powell, Straub, Vince-Garland, and Wienke (2019) provided evidence that
there is some dialogue about critical service learning for aspiring leaders in special education.
However, there is a lack of intentionality in building the leadership capacities of aspiring
principals in special education in a way that is mainstreamed and normed (DeMatthews, 2015). If
this problem is solved, one may see improvements in outcomes for students with disabilities,
particularly in the areas of academic achievement, social emotional development, and postsecondary planning.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the educational leadership
training experiences in special education for school principals of a public charter school in
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Washington D.C. Young, Winn, and Reedy (2017) supported this research by helping to define
educational leadership training experiences as experiences that advance the performance of
leaders in education through a focus on increasing student outcomes through curriculum and
community experiences. The contexts of these experiences range from degree-seeking programs,
workplace experience, to alternative educational leadership programs where aspiring leaders can
receive a school leadership certificate or participate in a residency experience. Pedagogical
content knowledge (PCK) contributed by Shulman (1986) is the theoretical framework that
guided this study as it seeks to explain the relationship between what principals are expected to
be able to know and do based on leadership content knowledge/outcomes and practical
application. The secondary theory of social constructivism by Vygotsky (1978) describes how
the social components of educational leadership practice can continually be used to develop new
pathways for further research into gaps in the literature.
Significance of the Study
Tingle, Corrales, and Peters, (2019) argued that programs offered at universities do not
adequately prepare principals in special education. Additionally, they argue that these programs
do not always connect with current practice in terms of coaching special education teachers,
leadership and learning in case management, and current laws impact special education practice.
Phan, Ngu, Wang, Shih, Shi, and Lin (2018) stated that understanding best practices is important
to the development of education and the individual. For the purposes of this study, it brought
significance to gaps in areas such as school leadership preparation, school leadership licensing,
and educational leadership curriculum that discount special education leadership competencies
for school leaders.
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Empirical
In the case of this study, the empirical evidence for educational leadership is shifting.
Several opposing views challenge the research of educational leadership. Its relevance has been
challenged in addition to how it applies to the current state of educational leadership practice
(Niesche, 2018). It is important to note because the practice of educational leaders from history
to the present is not the same. In terms of my research, it provided further information on the
growing body of educational leadership research. My study supported the research on
educational leadership competencies, specifically in special education. Like the position taken by
Niesche (2018), special education leadership is a growing part of the demands for principals and
educational leaders. Specifically, it provides readers with the opportunity to discover potential
new competencies of educational leadership and how it impacts the current narrowed body of
research.
Theoretical
The theory of pedagogical content knowledge describes the training and expertise for
educators (Shulman, 1986). Much like the general practice of teaching and learning for teachers,
there is an existing content knowledge for teacher leaders and educational leaders such as the
Professional Standards for Education Leaders (National Policy Board for Educational
Administration, 2015). Content knowledge for educational leaders should seek to be connected
to the current practices that ensure that leadership programs adequately prepare candidates for
the 21st-century teaching and learning experience and special education (Mestry, 2017). This is
in alignment with efforts to ensure that leadership preparation programs are adequately preparing
candidates for the 21st-century educational experience based on the creation of performance
assessments for educational leaders (Orr & Hollingworth, 2018).
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Consequently, researchers and practitioners should be able to see the intersection of
special education leadership built into the development of pedagogical content knowledge for
educational leaders (Worden, 2015). This study intended to build capacity in further developing
the theory of pedagogical content knowledge for principals in the areas of case management, IEP
and goal writing, service hours prescription, and content-specific coaching and feedback. This is
important to my study because these are a few of the key components of the special education
process that are crucial to leadership and teacher development, the content knowledge for
principals relates to special education leadership. More importantly, there are no previous studies
that reflect this strand (educational leadership) of pedagogical content knowledge. My research
sought to expand PCK, and social constructivist theory based on how it is used to explain the
topic.
The secondary theory of social constructivism by Vygotsky (1978) describes how the
social aspects of our lives influence human growth and development. As it relates to educational
leadership, the phrase constructivist leader emerges. This phrase combines the idea of the school
leaders, leading with a social constructivist learning approach which is woven into the
management and cultural aspects of the school building (Yildrim & Kaya, 2019). Even in other
strands of educational leadership, social constructivism is used to further develop areas such as
educational law, while definitively supporting the idea that educational leadership research calls
for more than just instructional leadership development (Schneider, 2020). Social constructivism
is about the co-construction of knowledge through experience, conversations, and interventions
with others (Vygotsky, 1978). This theory applies across disciplines other than education, which
emphasizes its significance to research that includes a foundation based on the diversity of
thoughts, values, and the opinions of other people (Nyika & Murray-Orr, 2017).
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The theory of Constructivism is also connected to the practice of critical reflection which
is an important piece to education. This is important because teachers and leaders utilize critical
reflection to inform and advance their practice (Brandenburg, 2021). As this study sought to
advance the practice of educational leadership, through exploring leadership competencies in
special education, this theory supported this work as it challenges the narrowed scope of
education and leadership preparation – especially considering essential school leadership skills in
special education (O’Connor, 2020). Social constructivism highlighted the level of collaboration
and inquiry needed and employed throughout this research study.
Practical
This study explored the levels of training of school principals in terms of how their
school buildings are being led, with a specific focus on special education programming. It may
contribute to how educators and researchers respond to this practice gap and identify the needs of
principals as they are being prepared to successfully manage and lead their school buildings. My
findings supported an overall understanding of leadership preparation in special education for
school leaders. As of result of this understanding, school districts and communities should be
inspired to reinvent the leadership competencies of current and aspiring leaders to align with all
the abilities needed for the role. The principals’ skills go beyond supporting general education
teachers with instruction, but also fully leading the support for special education teachers and the
continuum of support for the students as they are provided with resources to develop impactful
guidelines for teaching and learning expectations – otherwise known as instructional principals
(Council for Exceptional Children & CEEDAR Center, 2015). These findings can be sure, with
support of formal and alternative educational leadership programs, to begin the work of
developing new standards for school leaders in special education.
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This study investigated principals’ experiences while being a starting point to look at best
practices within education. It is important to look specifically at the training experiences of
principals in special education because it appears understudied and not universally practiced.
There are handbooks of educational leadership alongside other research (Waite & Bogotch,
2017; English, 2011; Khalifah, 2015). Within these works, there is support and guidance about
school reform, school turn-around, and school culture. However, there appears to be a lack of
guidance in terms of managing special education programs in schools. This research directly
explored principals’ experience to support how the narrative for training school principals in
special education can change. In turn, this study may contribute to the existing empirical
research grounded in educational best practices, research on special education, and preservice
teaching and learning. Ng and Szeto (2016) capture the understanding that principals are
responsible for creating a thriving educational environment for all learners through culture and
leadership. Moreover, this study holds practical significance as it can be used as a guide to
support principals in challenging their work and growing their capacity around the development
and culture of special education programs within their schools. It may ultimately improve the
ecology of school-based programs while supporting students with diverse needs.
Research Questions
Based on this collective case study approach, the research questions reflect a qualitative
exploration. In case studies, the research questions are purposed to acquire evidence supporting
the research in efforts to become intimate with facts during the research process (Yin, 2018).
Therefore, I chose this research method because to fully investigate this topic. It required me to
closely examine statements, responses, and interactions that lead to commonalities revealed
throughout the exploration.
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Central Research Question: What are the lived experiences of school principals in Washington
D.C. Public Charter School Networks relating to preparation in special education?
This question was aligned with the education leadership practical components by looking
at how educational leadership is reflected in principal experiences and their preparation in
special education. Additionally, this question focused on the overarching ideology of preparation
quality and related outcomes for principals based on their experiences (Woulfin, 2017).
SQ 1: In what ways is special education leadership and development addressed in school
leadership programs?
In alignment with the theoretical foundations of pedagogical content knowledge, it
addressed the aspects of the programs, either in course work or experiences, that foster training
in special education (Shulman, 1986). Pedagogical content knowledge is relative to educational
leadership training and experiences. These two aspects should be included in special education
leadership competencies, if in fact it has become a part of the principal’s role and
responsibilities. These questions also addressed the gaps in literature surrounding principal
preparation in special education. Mu, Liang, Lu, and Huang (2018) contributed that pedagogical
content knowledge seeks to improve the quality of education, which the study intends to do
regarding the population that it impacts.
SQ 2: What are the educational leadership competencies that prepare principals to lead special
education programs in schools?
This question addressed the practice of educational leadership and pedagogical content
knowledge theory by exploring the connection between what principals are expected to be able
to know and what principals are expected to do in terms of being an educational leader and a
leader in special education. Risen, Tripses, and Risen (2015) stated that specialized knowledge
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related to special education is a part of the challenging work of principals. With this in mind, the
question addressed where and how the competencies are included in the overall training
experiences of school principals, and they lead school programs.
SQ 3: How can the practice of educational leadership be changed to reflect and necessitate the
importance of special education leadership competency as a standardized practice?
It is important to know that this question involves the social constructivist approach in
terms of using the “one mind” of a group of scholars to collectively develop new competencies,
while learning and exploring knew knowledge. While bringing value to this topic, there is also
an interpretivist viewpoint based on the in-depth inquiry and the view of researcher (Dean,
2018). The interpretivist viewpoint emerges because this question is reflective of the experiences
from principals captured in the interview questions. Secondly, the constructivist paradigm is
woven through the methodology as it relates to the collective and collaborative approach of
knowledge construction around this topic (Gash, 2015). This question is framed to highlight the
collaboration within the discovery process of the research.
Definitions
1. Educational Leadership - Authentic work within a local education agency (LEA) with the
intent to further develop the collaboration toward its mission and vision (James,
Connolly, & Hawkins, 2019).
2. Pedagogical content knowledge – Required knowledge for educators also used as a
methodology to improve the quality of education within specific or broad disciplines
(Chan & Yung, 2018).
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3. Special Education: Specifically, designed instruction that is free to students and families
to support students with disabilities in a variety of placements (e.g., schools, hospital, or
private institution. (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).
Summary
The purpose of this case study was to explore the educational leadership training
experiences for school principals of public charter schools in Washington D.C. This chapter has
explained how educational leadership has developed over time and how the problem has
remained through each reemergence of principals as leaders. This section also considered the
social and theoretical aspects of the problem related to the knowledge gaps of principals, quality
of educational leadership programming, and the gaps in the literature regarding leadership
content knowledge and special education. The next chapter investigates pedagogical content
knowledge and the impact that it has on principal experiences regarding special education
leadership.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
Chapter Two described the theoretical framework and relevant literature supporting the
study. The chapter investigated how educational leadership theory has developed over time and
how it informs the knowledge of educational leaders related to their practical outcomes. The
research in chapter two offered an understanding of pedagogical content knowledge and the
theory of constructivism in terms of how it contributed to the study and the topic of special
education training and preparation for school principals.
This chapter discussed pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) as the theoretical
framework with supporting literature grounded in educational leadership theory and practice.
Next, it focused on how each of these components guided the study independently, as well as
collaboratively. A review of literature was conducted related to the topic. Elements in the
literature review included research grounded in training programs and what they offer in terms of
educational leadership, inclusive of their intended curriculum and its impact on educational
leadership practice related to special education.
Additionally, this chapter included research highlighting the existing gaps in research.
The gaps discussed in this chapter included dialogue in terms of special education training for
school principals and gaps in the foundation of educational leadership theory. A summary
brought closure to each of the aforementioned elements and offered ways to support the closure
of the gaps gleaned from the research in this review. It also captured themes developed
throughout chapter two and their relevance to the research and topic. The connections were used
to support the relevance of the research and how it will contribute to the practice of educational
leadership and special education leadership.
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Theoretical Framework
According to Shulman (1986), Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) is a framework
that explains what educators are expected to know, related to their specific content. This
framework can otherwise be described as competencies within the content. This supports
educators in teaching and learning, assessment, spontaneous pedagogical techniques and is
represented by the general elements of content that are seen in the practice of education (reading,
biology, mathematics, etc.). It is referred to as PCK because it explains the specific knowledge
and competencies that educators should know to be successful in the practice of teaching and
learning.
In the context of this study, the elements of content were educational leadership and
special education leadership. This provided an opportunity to explore the specific knowledge and
competencies that educational leaders should know in order to be successful in the practice of
special education leadership. Holistically, the theory is broken up into different elements. Each
element is connected to how practitioners can fully understand the content itself, respond to the
context in which the content is being described, and how it is represented in practice as a
practitioner.
The conceptual framework that guides this study was to ideologize pedagogical content
knowledge and its connection to the foundations of educational leadership training and practice
for school principals with respect to special education. Based on the work from Iserbyt, Ward,
and Li (2017), pedagogical content knowledge is a theory that involves multiple levels of
content-specific knowledge (e.g., planning, evaluation, problem-solving, etc.) that informs
implementation. As it relates to this study, the combined frameworks guided the exploration of
that idea with respect to how the training of school principals in special education. According to

42
Wongsopawiro, Zwart, and van Driel (2017), PCK has largely been used to help classroom
teachers understand more about their respective content in terms of supporting the needs of their
students. For the purposes of this study, it was used to help educational leaders understand more
about special education leadership competencies and its importance through research on their
overall beliefs and experiences.
The conceptual framework fully explained, is a model used to process through this
exploration and grapple with the differences in practice for school principals in terms of their
level of school leadership capacity in special education. Additionally, it exposed the relevance
and importance for the work of educational leaders. The theory served as a lens that can support
in guiding the understanding of how pedagogical content knowledge in terms of what would be
required for principals based on the gaps in their shared experience in special education as school
leaders. It also served as a support to build out its parallelism to the existing problem. Bettini,
Gurel, Park, Leite, and McLeskey (2019) concur with the existing problem that principals are
unprepared or feel unprepared to lead special education programming. In terms of the theoretical
framework, this is a part of the exploration of what principals need to be able to know and do
related to the educational leadership practice for special education. Shulman’s work has been
used to support the expansion of professional knowledge for educational practitioners in their
respective disciplines (Scharfenberg & Bogner, 2016). With this idea in mind, I would like to
call attention to the scarce research on pedagogical content knowledge for educational leaders.
This is an important study because it seeks to expose additional gaps in the train
experiences of principals. Brazer and Bauer (2013) discussed reconceptualizing and redefining
the idea of educational leadership, using PCK as a framework. In doing this, the concurrent
theories of PCK and educational leadership can be extended to include special education
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leadership under the training and work of school principals as the study seeks to use PCK as a
framework to understand the gaps in principal training and/or educational leadership. Some parts
of educational leadership are understudied within education research, especially within the realm
of special education leadership for principals (Uljens, 2015). Because it is insufficiently studied,
that can potentially have an impact on how it is inherently underdeveloped in terms of its
inclusiveness of special education leadership and what that means for school principals and their
leadership capacity to support programs in schools. Similarly, Roegman, and Woulfin (2019)
highlighted that educational leadership lacks an overall theory that underpins the foundations of
the work conducted by school leaders. Additionally, leadership training programs have begun to
develop a catch-all list of competencies for school leaders in response to the ongoing reforms in
education.
Young, Anderson, and Nash (2017) have described catch-all competencies, such as things
related to general school-based management and responding to student needs. A much-narrowed
focus should be pointed to the contemporary needs of school principals that address the total
view of their daily and overall responsibilities. School principals need support in managing their
school-based special education programs. Frick, Faircloth, and Little (2013) argued that
principals are not equipped with the necessary training, before service. PCK, as the theoretical
framework, grounded the research process in terms of necessitating the exploration of training
experiences in special education for school principals. Additionally, supported how building the
knowledge-based of educational leadership practice in education research.
Social constructivism by Vygotsky (1978) explains how the social parts of our lives
impact human development, advancement, and learning. Social constructivism focuses on the
development of information through experience, discussions, and intercessions with others
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(Vygotsky, 1978). Because Vygotsky's theory is rooted in the idea that learning happens through
experience and collaborative learning, the actions and ideas related to the foundation of the
theory emerged as the study captured evidence of collective problem solving, reform in national
and public policy, programmatic revisions, training experiences, and experiential learning
opportunities – all of which are reflective of induvial experience and collaborative learning.
Related Literature
According to Subba et al. (2019), the lack of training in special education for school
principals is a global issue, yet school leaders are still being required to maintain the same level
of responsibility and management for their buildings. Based on the work of Hitt and Tucker
(2016), it becomes evident that special education training is not written into what is considered
successful leadership competencies for school principals. Professional development and training
for principals are not prioritized into their ability to be able to lead their school and support its
overall functions. For example, Kim (2020) found that principals are responsible for the
professional development of their teachers, but also their own independent learning
opportunities. Given the complex nature of the role as principal, fostering their own learning
experiences may be a difficult task to do. Instead, the work of principals tends to be narrowed
into figuring out how to create quality systems that generate successful outcomes reflective of
overall school performance (Leo, 2015). The related literature here is to clarify the status quo of
educational leadership practice for principals in special education.
To better understand the organization of this chapter, Figure 4 below describes the
conceptual system of thinking that grounds the subtopics for chapter two. It is important to
understand that student success, school leadership, and special education leadership are the
center of this study. From that central idea, many other parts of leadership development, policy,
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educational systems, and knowledge are connected. Research from these additional parts need to
be discussed to further comprehend what currently exists about the central idea, and where there
are gaps in the literature. This will allow the reader to fully grasp the problem underpinning this
case study and allow the reader to connect with implications for implication of further research
and inquiry.
Figure 4
Chapter Two: Conceptual System of Thinking
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General Perceptions of Performance
While it is important to consider existing literature that represents the current perceptions
that school principals have of their performance, it is also important to consider literature that
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will be able to show gaps in training and experinces, relevant to this research topic. Versland and
Erickson (2017) captured that school principals’ self-efficacy was represented by how they were
able to support teachers instructionally, and how they were able to collectively build and
maintain school-wide systems. Sinnema, Robinson, Ludlow, and Pope (2015) described that in
terms of rating their performance against others’ ratings of their performance, principals are
generally like to rate themselves lower. This perception of their work could be related to many
things. A hypothesis could be that it is connected to the idea that principals do not want to
overrate themselves given the distribution of the rating scales and the public report (Sinnema et
al., 2015).
There is some ambiguity about what it means to be a school leader. The differing
opinions and definitions have a lot to do with the individual focus of each principal (Park &
Ham, 2016). Principals have the opportunity to focus on different things in their school building.
Some may focus on social justice work, diversity and inclusion, student empowerment, or even
global education issues (Ainscow, 2016; Mavrogordato & White, 2020). However, what
continues to perpetuate this ambiguity is the standing fact that principals are not completely and
fully equipped to manage all parts of their schools (Naidoo & Petersen, 2016). It makes sense to
see that most of the focal points for principals are not dedicated to the intricacies and nuances of
managing school-based programs for specialized instruction, especially if they do not feel
prepared for general education according to their own account. Al-Mahdy and Emam (2018)
brought in a new perspective regarding the importance of the principals’ role in terms of them
having an impact on the organizational attitude towards special education programming.
However, the question becomes, what contributes to the school leaders’ ability to shift mindset
regarding special education programs without foundational knowledge or training experiences?
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Principal Preparation & Educational Leadership Programs
Klang, Gustafson, Mollas, Nilholm, and Goransson (2017) described that the
prioritization of special education in schools is under the actions of school development from
principals. Overall student achievement is the function that underpins the work of principals.
But, how effective can this be done if there is little evidence of time spent supporting pre-service
or in-service principals in getting acclimated with leading the special education dynamic of their
schools? Gordon, Taylor-Backor, Croteau, (2017) stated that there was an influence, whether
political or scholarly, that catalyzed reform in educational leadership curriculum. This is a
logical claim as educational reform is said to be the solution to changes in education policy
impacting the global economy (Ujens, 2018). As educational leadership programs were called to
reform, there was not an explicit focus on how pre-service leaders were oriented to focus on
school-based programs for students with diverse learning needs (Buttram & Doolittle, 2015). In
fact, the focus was based more on the current climate of education in terms of social justice work
and culture in schools give the surface of race and universal inequities (McCarthy, 2015).
This becomes problematic as special education continues to be a growing and
everchanging area of education as evidenced by changes in IDEA, 2004. Research from
Pulkkinen and Jahnukainen (2016) explained the operational perspective in terms of how funding
is calculated for special education and can be a substantial part of how schools are federally
funded. In other words, special education is a big part of school funding and management.
Managing operations shows up in the typicality of principal responsibilities, but it is not simply
the operational aspect that supports school programming (Hult & Edstrom, 2016). Given the
importance of special education students in a school building, it would appear that school
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principals would experience a level of training in managing that diverse level of programming,
whether formal or on-the-job experiences.
While it is known that today’s principals have a very complex role, programs still fail to
meet their preparation needs in terms of special education; even with this preexisting condition
(Lynch, 2017). Martin, Gourwitz, and Hall (2016), highlight the idea that as 21st-century
educational practices begin to be increasingly adopted across school districts, along with the
demands of local and federal special education law, a new level of demands is placed on school
principals. This demonstrates the level of importance to sustain such training for school
principals. However, the recurring argument is, whose responsibility is it to ensure that principals
are acquiring this training? The conversation regarding the people who are responsible is not as
nearly as important as understanding the purpose of acquiring a solid and universal framework
for school principals to follow and use - as they are supporting their respective schools and
contexts.
Education leadership preparation programs are currently at the forefront as it relates to
supporting the development and systematization of standard leadership behaviors, given the
nature of school leaders’ importance in the building (Bush, 2018). In terms of the theoretical
framework, the development and systematization of standard leadership behaviors and its
connection to the theory would likely be the vehicle to catalyze such change; especially
considering the educational leadership competencies needed in special education.
Simultaneously, the framework could expose the needs of professional learning standards
outlined in the mission and vision of higher education programs grooming the existing pool of
competent educational leaders needing support in special education content knowledge.
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The principal practicum experience is an additional opportunity for pre-service or inservice leaders to gain experience to support their work in school leadership. Practicum
experiences are generally built into leadership preparation programs where there is a licensure
track – it is usually coupled with a minimum number of hours as a part of the requirement. More
importantly, the quality and overall experiences of practicum may have an impact on the
candidates’ knowledge and their ability to serve. Some reflections from practicum yield positive
feedback in terms of their interactions. However, there is a gap that describes the extent to which
they feel prepared (Garza, 2020).
What is known from this evidence is simply that candidates enjoy the collaborative
experience, but no reflections were captured on the training experience. In other parts of the
research, some candidates felt that their experience did not align with their practice (Leonard,
2020). Based on these two ideologies, leadership training can be deemed inconsistent, which
may have an impact on their performance. In educational programs, measuring outcomes for
success is a very important piece of its livelihood (Taylor & Hall, 2017). The idea emerges that
there may need to be some shift in terms of how success is measured in educationally leadership
programs – whether metrics consider current student performance or post-graduate success. This
will support in answering the question: “Does the success of our students, reflect the mission and
vision we’ve created for our program; and to what extent?” This information could be connected
to the Educational Leadership Mentoring Framework. According to Jamison, Clayton, and
Thessin (2020), the framework is supposed to facilitate the growth and development of the
administrative practice of the candidate. The framework is described in Figure 5 below.
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Figure 5
Educational Leadership Mentoring Framework

Educational Leadership Mentoring Framework

Note: Figure modified from Jamison, Clayton, and Thessin (2020)
In Phase One, the students were provided with previous moments to lead more realistic
tasks related to their internship experience. These students demonstrated initiative and engaged
in the opportunity to plan the internship experience. Afterward, in Phase Two the staff provide
the students with the opportunity to undertake additional leadership tasks as a part of the learning
experience; this helps to facilitate trust within the relationship. Lastly, those students who were
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equally successful in the initial phases move to phase three. In phase three, students fully assume
leadership roles and collaboratively engage in problem-solving, which seeks to foster and sustain
the partnership.
Each phase of the framework is purposed to continually build a trustful relationship that
fosters opportunities for meaningful support between the “intern” and “mentor”. However, there
is still little information about the fidelity of this process – specifically providing information
about how this framework supports successful outcomes for candidates and their leadership
practices.
Educational Leadership Curriculum
The traditional narrative of education seems to be evolving by new developments in the
curriculum. With respect to 21st-century education such as inclusive education, culture, and
diversity in schools, equity and access for all students, and global learning for student learning in
the digital era. Other parts of the curriculum and necessary instruction focus on law and
compliance. Given the diverse nature of the school and alternative programs, they are subjective
in deciding the focal point of school law. Some focus on law related to educational policy for
urban districts, while others focus on general school law that serves as foundation knowledge for
leaders. Course in programs like those from Liberty University offer a biblical theme, approach,
and context from which their school law instruction should take place (LUCMS Team, 2020).
However, what does this mean in terms of what leaders should be able to know and do
for the special education and the aligned leadership practice? As an educational leader managing
specialized programs for students with disabilities, it is their responsibility to be able to support
special education teachers and related service providers in understanding their role and
responsibilities in practice and how that impact services students will receive (Bateman & Cline,
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2019). To support this work, more research and development are needed overall, and this
explorative case study will support the closure of those gaps.
One of the many ways to explore the gaps in special education training experiences is to
look at the current curriculum that is created for pre-service and in some cases in-service
educational leaders. According to Reyes-Guerra, Pisapia, and Mick (2016), some critiques argue
how leadership preparation programs lack the relevance and capacity to produce effective
leaders, in terms of the contemporary needs of schools. Based on this idea, a developing question
is: how this fact might manifest itself in the special education training that the program may or
may not offer educational leaders? Other researchers such as O’Malley and Capper (2015) might
counter-argue that leadership preparation programs are aware of the contemporary needs of the
school and are responding in a variety of ways. To further substantiate this, Fanoos and He
(2021) stated that educational leadership programs continue a joint effort to transform their
curriculum to better serve pre-service leaders. With respect to education and leadership practice,
leadership programs offer innovative models to approach leadership within the curriculum.
Black, Burrello, and Mann (2017) introduced the Appreciative Organizing in Education
framework as a model within the educational leadership curriculum. This type of framework is
similar to an asset-based model to create harmony and capacity-building as an educational
leader. The innovation continues with a “situated” model of leadership practice from Ketelle and
Lin (2019) described as Aesthetic Leadership in which leadership preparation curriculum is
grounded in the intrinsically stimulating factors (e.g., sensory, emotional, etc.) that inform
leadership practice.
Throughout the research described here, there are many things to appreciate about what
can be gained from the diversity within the educational leadership curriculum offered from
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preparation programs. However, even with its individualized programming and structure, there is
one common trend noticed throughout each of the pieces of literature that was found. There were
no particular highlights or points of focus on programs that offered specialized curriculum or
learning opportunities/experiences in special education or special education leadership and
management. While the research on this topic remains minimal, there is power in creating
leadership programs that offer preparation for school leaders to produce high outcomes for
students with diverse learning needs, especially those with students with disabilities (Young,
2015).
Programs like this would essentially challenge and transform the narrative of traditional
preparation programs while still remaining under the culture of innovation in teaching and
learning. Young, Gooden, and O'Doherty (2015) highlighted that program reform isn’t just
enough to maintain high effective leadership programs. In fact, because of what is known about
how principals miss this level of training it becomes imperative for educational leadership
programs to make curriculum meaningful and relative to educating prospective and current
leaders on the management of diverse learners, with special regard to urban school leadership
development. The context of urban schools is briefly highlighted because that is where most
students are identified as a student with a disability and where principals would need the most
support (Fellner, 2015). Grindal, Schifter, Schwartz, and Hehir (2019) further substantiated this
by discussing the disproportionality of students identified in special education based on race and
disparities in resources offered to school systems based on their geographical location.
Gallagher, Greenberg, Campbell, Stoneman, and Feinberg (2019) stated that even within the
scope of early identification for Part C of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)

54
for special education, there have been some correlations between parent/guardian income and the
likelihood of student identification.
Alternative Educational Leadership Programs
Aspiring, prospective, and current leaders may not always pursue what is considered a
traditional educational leadership program and may enroll in alternative programs, which could
improve principal outcomes (Yin & Partelow, 2020). This simply means that they may not enroll
in a degree-seeking program offered by a university. Some choose to participate in their school
district programs like the Mary Jane Patterson Fellowship (District of Columbia Public Schools,
2013). On the other hand, some may choose to apply for other alternative certification routes
such as the New Leaders Program, the New York City Leadership Academy, or the more popular
Teach for America (TFA). The work of Pannell, Peltier-Glaze, Haynes, Davis, and Skelton
(2015) support the idea that it is imperative to understand these programs to help identify any
gaps that are present in terms of special education training or experiences that may be provided
to them during their time enrolled.
According to Trujillo, Scott, and Rivera (2017), TFA has a direct focus on policy
connected to the management of schools in terms of educational leadership. On the account of
research participants, they carried a theme of being interested in the school turnaround culture as
it would position them for educational leadership opportunities. This speaks to the mindset of the
members of TFA when approaching the idea of educational leadership and their perceived
experience. Next to be considered is the understanding of the outlook of TFA as a program and
its respective members. TFA uses a model of educational policy and reform as a basis for
educational leadership practice (Scott, Trujillo, & Rivera, 2016). This allows members and
alumni to approach teaching and learning this way, essentially using policy and reform as a top
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method to creating and maintaining effective schools. Additionally, this may inevitably establish
the mindset and actions of TFA members and alumni, in alignment with the approach of the
program. It appears closely related to a managerial leadership model. Additional information
related to alternative education leadership preparation can be extrapolated from these sources
While TFA has its focus, the New Leaders Program takes a different approach to prepare
new leaders for the work of education management. It appears that the New Leaders program
takes a more strategic and site-based approach to the educational leadership preparation learning
experience. Research from Gates et al. (2019) highlights that New Leaders focuses on
leadership-based competencies regarding adult relationships, power, and influence, and how that
is leveraged to make organizational change. The other parts are focal points that are driven by
site-based goals and summative competency assignments (Gates et al., 2019).
In highlighting the research describing the Alternative Educational Leadership Programs,
another common trend is revealed. Neither of the two most popular programs offer assistance or
training experiences in terms of special education (Teach for America, 2019; New Leaders
2020). What is found is that alternative training programs operate from an individualized
philosophical approach that informs the programs’ offerings to candidates evidenced by the
difference in program offerings. Wright, Arnold, and Khalifa (2018), state there is more than one
approach to educational leadership. However, special education is a universal practice that is
woven through how educators reach and teach diverse learners and the consideration of their
learning levels (Rao & Meo, 2016).
Learning from the work of Wang, Bowers, and Fikis (2017), for more than 10 years
topics in educational leadership have not discussed anything remotely close to special education
or student support services. It appears that this discipline hasn’t been plainly or placed at the
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forefront of education research, practice, or a part of the national reform agenda for educational
leadership standards. This gap contributes to why so many of the programs do not offer such
opportunities, even considering the opportunities that can be given through experiential learning.
Educational Leadership Frameworks
Guiding principles for educational leaders became a national policy agenda as the system
of education moved from the 20th to the 21st century – with new expectations for educational
leaders (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2019). Noted here are several leadership frameworks that later
emerged which are purposed to describe different strands necessary for education leaders to lead
successfully. For example, the New York City Department of Education created a framework
centered around the foundations of andragogy and how the encompasses the work of quantifying
leadership behaviors related to student success (New York City Department of Education, 2019).
Figure 6 below describes the components of their framework.
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Figure 6
Foundations for Andragogy
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NYDOE
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Strengthen Core
Instruction

Knows Every
Student Well
Note: Figure modified form New York City Department of Education, (2019).
The National Policy Board for Educational Administration created standards for
educational leaders that have been adopted by educational leadership programs and school
districts as a way of aligning school leadership preparation with school leadership practice
(National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Figure 7 below describes the
components of their framework.
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Figure 7
Professional Standards for Educational Leaders

Note: Figure modified from National Policy Board for Educational Administration, (2015).
A final example of a framework is the Educational Leadership Capability Framework.
This was developed by a New Zealand School Leader. The Capability Framework was
developed as a strategy system to support school leaders in the development of their school
buildings, while making their role easier to manage (Wylie, 2020). It is inclusive of nine
different strands that support school leaders in maintaining high professional standards that
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should support their work, whether it is grade school or early learning and intervention programs.
Figure 8 below describes the components of their framework.
Figure 8
Educational Leadership Capacity Framework

Note: figure modified from Campbell, Chaseling, Boyd, and Shipway (2019).
Throughout this topic, there have been varying frameworks displaying competencies that
describe what leaders are supposed to be able to know and do. The leadership competency
framework includes five domains (Ruben, 2019). These domains were developed after the
researcher conducted a review of more than 50 articles. The review of the articles provided an
understanding of leadership and determined the capacity of leaders holistically. Therefore, this
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framework was created to outline and define trends in terms of key performance indicators for
leaders.
In the fourth column of Table 3, two indicators that stand out the most are “Experience”
and “Familiarity of Task Type”. Given the research from Viloria and Ramirez (2021), it is
required for school principals to be equipped or develop their capacity in special education to
support legal reporting, first-year teachers, and first-year special education teachers. This
framework solidifies that school leaders must have some level of experience of familiar with
tasks. In this case, leaders must have some level of experience of familiar with special education.
Research from DeMatthews and Mueller (2021), discussed how it is critical for school principals
to be knowledgeable about special education to make strategic decisions about inclusive
programming in schools. However, according to Schraeder, Fox, and Mohn (2021), preservice
training experiences for principals only provide basic knowledge about special education –
therefore, they are not fully prepared.
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Table 3
Leadership Competency Framework
Analytic
Self- Assessment

Problem Definition
Stakeholder Analysis

Personal
Character,
Personal
Values, &
Ethics
Cognitive
Ability &
Creativity
Enthusiasm

Systems/Organizational High Standards
Analysis
Analysis of
Technology to Support
Leadership
Problem Solving

Tolerance for
Uncertainty &
Risk-Taking

Communication

Positional

Organizational

Credibility &
Charisma

Education

Vision-Setting

Influence &
Persuasion

Experience

Management &
Supervision

Interpersonal &
Group
Orientation
Listening,
Attention,
Questioning, &
Learning
Public Speaking,
Presentation
Skills, Debate &
Discussion
Diversity &
Intellectual
Orientation
Role Modeling

Expertise

Information &
Knowledge
Management
Technological
Capability

Personal
Conviction &
Persistence
Review & Analysis of
Self-Discipline
Results
& SelfConfidence
Note: Table modified from Ruben, B.D. (2019).

Knowledge
of Sector

Knowledge
Empowerment
of
&
Organization Supportiveness
Familiarity
of Task
Type
Language &
Vocabulary

Teaching &
Coaching
Facilitation &
Negotiation

In a cross-analysis of each framework, there is one common thing. Each framework has a
vision that these principles reflect characteristics of an effective leader. Research from Campbell,
Chaseling, Boyd, and Shipway (2019) highlighted that one of the characteristics of an effective
instructional leader is that they can evaluate themselves. The phrase “evaluate” is even
mentioned in the Educational Leadership Capability Framework with similar meaning related to
outcomes. The term is embedded throughout several parts of the subtopic mentioned in this
chapter because there is a gap in the literature that examines how these frameworks are used to
evaluate outcomes in terms of leadership preparation. Furthermore, as it relates to this particular
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study, each of the frameworks mentioned above lack explicit principles for special education.
They may mention words such as diversity or inclusion. However, it is used in a context that
defines a catch-all - highlighting the global differences in students beyond learning differences
(e.g., cultural, language status, etc.) There is a connection missing within the educational
leadership frameworks that specifically outline special education leadership capabilities, and
subsequently, there is a missing link in the national policy agenda that catalyze these frameworks
and standards for school leaders.
School Leadership and Licensure Assessment
The School Leader & Licensure Assessment (SLLA) is a national praxis exam that is a
part of a series of four exams. The series includes the SLLA, two versions of the School
Superintendent Assessment, and the Connecticut Administrator Test. This series is the
framework by which states can leverage school leadership licensure requirements, either for
school-based positions or for district-level management (Educational Testing Service, 2021). For
the purposes of this literature review, the SLLA was explored.
The SLLA is a four-hour, monitored assessment consisting of 120 questions and four
extended constructed responses. The four extended constructed responses are written responses
to given scenarios, data points, and school/local demographics parallel to live school
experiences. Among the question set, the exam focuses on six categories that are intended to be
reflective of educational leadership practice. The six categories include Climate and Cultural
Leadership, Community Engagement, Ethical Leadership, Instructional Leadership, and
Organizational Leadership. For each state and/or school district, there is a minimum passing
score required for a provisional or full leadership credential. The threshold for these scores varies
by state, with some scores being higher than others. With this being the case, it is important to

63
note that the content of the assessment and what it measures, is the same. Licensure requirements
do not include the topic of special education. This is evidence of another gap that special
education is not a part of leadership requirements or preparation and is not being taught at
universities.
Based on the information presented above, the school leadership assessment does not
appear to explicitly focus on special education or competency in special education leadership.
Interestingly, the assessment is modeled after competencies reflected in the Professional
Standards for Educational Leaders (National Policy Board for Educational Administration,
2015). Grissom, Mitani, and Richard (2017) clarified that the SLLA is an exam that is supposed
to measure whether or not the leading candidate can effectively and skillfully lead school
buildings. Effective and skillful leadership in schools appears to be based a personal
temperament, rather than standards-based preparation (Welch & Hodge, 2018). However, both
these ideas are not inclusive of special education leadership and development. This extends to
school leaders working in public charter school networks. According to Hedges, Ruddy,
Boyland, Swensson, and Kennedy (2020), public charter school leaders are less trained with
more responsibilities than those in the public-school systems. For leaders in charter schools
preparing for the SLLA, this can further the gap of leadership preparation and training
holistically, but especially in special education.
Educator credentialing is an interrelated system that begins with teacher certification in
grade level and content-specific areas. In the practice of teaching and learning, it generally leads
to leadership and/or management in that same area; with the support of a leadership credential
that signifies the abilities in leadership alone. In some cases, the teaching credential is referenced
in a way that devalues proper special education training, creating a systematic problem with the
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perspective of its importance. For example, Research from Faulkner, Cook, Thompson, Howell,
Rintamaa, and Miller (2017) refers to licensure in middle school grades as specialized training.
The challenge or idea presented here is the notion that there is an overarching structure that
depreciates the importance of special education training beyond special education and special
education leadership. Specialized Training could be attributed to special education teachers,
however, when given to other professional areas within a K-12 setting it may create a culture
where special educators are overlooked. Common views about the idea of school leadership are
grounded in principal and teacher perception as well as leadership implementation, all of which
are connected to the strands measured through the SLLA (Osiname, 2018). Yet the literature here
regarding the SLLA neglects some level of quality with its absence of special education
leadership as one of the core areas of leadership praxis and application. This is significant as
quality within leadership practice is connected to its success (Boardman, 2020). The challenge
here is, what is defined as true success without the complete hallmarks of training for areas that
are a large part of education management?
According to Bettini, Benedict, Thomas, Kimerling, Choi, and McLeskey (2017),
school principals are centrally responsible for expanding and extending the content knowledge of
their teachers. With the SLLA framework in mind, a way this could be achieved is through
instructional leadership or even climate and cultural leadership by fostering healthy co-teaching
partnerships between general education and special education teachers. However, in some cases,
teachers are not always equipped with dual certifications. This then places the responsibility on
the school leaders to be versed in both areas of content to support each teacher separately and as
they work together. The challenge is there is a school leadership praxis that does not include
special education as a direct focus. Based on the research gaps, further study is needed in this
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area to fully substantiate this idea. However, this could be due to the fact the school
improvement movement completed distorted the definition of the instructional leader (Gawlik,
2018). Consequently, it is now being rebuilt with missing parts.
Types of Contemporary School Leaders
As a result of the current racial climate in the United States, there has been a shift in
education reform that produced a different type of school leader, the anti-racist leader (Pham and
Philip, 2020). Even among the long-standing issues against special education, the idea of racism
and disability has transformed into equal problems that are joined at the hip (Krueger-Henney,
2019). With these two ideas in mind, it becomes apparent the changes in the school leadership
approach are related to the contextual needs of education. As the climate of the United States
changed, so has the education reform to address these new demands. The challenge is
highlighting the demands of special education leadership and the lack of response by education
reform to include this in school leadership competencies. For example, in work from Steifel,
Gottfried, Shiferaw, and Schwartz (2020) there is an immediate response in the New York
Department of Education as their subpar inclusive practices become public news after public
policy calls for system changes. Backward planning for such changes should include competency
needs for leaders to sustain such changes as a result of preparation in special education
leadership.
Another example is the Restorative Justice leader. Kohli, Montano, and Fisher (2019)
captured that restorative justice was a programmatic structure developed to reconcile harm or
damage in a collaborative fashion, which was later adopted by correctional facilities and schools
as a behavioral management system. Song, Eddy, Thompson, Adams, and Beskow (2020) found
that restorative justice in schools was supported by school leaders after the national agenda to
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change and/or reinvent the harsh consequences resulting from student infractions. Yet, this is
another contextual response from school leaders that seemingly take precedent over the ongoing
needs of special leadership and place them in their scope of action.
In connection to restorative justice and anti-racist work in leadership, the Social Justice
Leader emerges. The concept of social justice was pushed by policymakers, scholars, and experts
in the practice and added to the list of responsibility for school principals as they recognize
school principals had the power to interrupt educational systems that do not support the
livelihood of black and brown children (Shaked, 2020). Like the needs of special education, the
creation of the social justice leadership framework is to create outcomes based on the combined
actions of building equity and making space for diversity (Sarid, 2019). With this work being
closely aligned and reactively implement based on contextual need, it too appears to take
precedent of special education leadership. Figure 9 demonstrates similarities and differences
between each type of leader. Additionally, it illustrates the origin of how each type of leader or
idea was created and consequently shows where the national investment lies in terms of building
the importance of special leadership in a time for its ongoing demand.
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Figure 9
Similarities and Differences of Social Justice Leaders
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Current Trends in K-12 Education
Currently, educational trends are superseding special education by shifting their focus to
things like COVID-19, the technology gap as a result, and diversity and equity in education. It
focuses on the current problems of practice, highlights in education research, and even highlights
in education policy. It provides insight into what’s important in the current practice of education.
Given the circumstances of the Corona Virus (COVID -19) and how it has impacted K-12
education, technology has become one of the high priority resources for school districts across
the world – and thus makes itself known in present research (Statti & Villegas, 2020).
Technology use in education has become imperative and education research to support its
backing could help facilitate how effective it can be in the learning process.
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With COVID-19 being one of the primary focal points, a review of its impact on K-12
teaching and learning makes its way to the agenda of current trends in K-12 education. COVID19 has created mass school closures, which impacted how teachers teach and how students learn.
(Kaden, 2020). This research continued to highlight how it forcibly placed teachers in a position
to adopt new instructional practices. This new instructional practice and social distancing
guidelines, it was noted to have an impact on at-risk and lower income students (Kaden, 2020).
This could prompt more training for school leadership practice, perpetuation the supersession of
special education training needs
Naturally, there are still ongoing conversations that examine current teaching practices.
Research from Neugebauer and Heineke (2020) reviews the use of academic language, its
importance, and teachers’ knowledge. When teaching literacy, it is imperative to distinguish
between social language and academic language. Academic language highlights key vocabulary
that is not only important to the content/subject/ but also supports reading fluency and
comprehension. Skills like this could be very important for English learners and students in early
learning programs.
As another bid to the current climate, addressing diversity and equity in schools is also
currently under study. Among these unprecedented times, school leaders are becoming more than
the traditional instructional supervisors and operations managers (Harris & Jones, 2020).
Winburn, Cabrera, and Lewis (2020) highlight that now more than ever, they are leading the
work of equity and advocacy within their school building, without having been properly prepared
by their educational leadership programs. This research further explores the gaps within similar
research and the knowledge base of principals in terms of equity and advocacy.
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This opens doors leading to other conversations about the scope of education. For
example, conversations about disproportionality. This is important because it demonstrates the
depths and/or lengths a researcher must go through to synthesize this related information. The
level of depth is equal to the level of supersession of special education in current trends. For
example, to begin a conversation about disproportionality, one must acknowledge the mere fact
that it exists. This catalyzes research from Hassan & Carter (2021) that explores the
disproportionality in education, particularly with black and white girls. To accomplish this, they
had to explore trends in the discipline, review the disparities between the two, and make their
connection to the school-to-prison pipeline. This context remains high on the list of current
educational trends.
The literature found on evolving education demonstrates its lack of focus on fundamental
leadership practice and how it’s being curtailed to meet other things. With respect to the justified
needs of the educational environment, education as an entity has maintained a practice of solving
multiple problems simultaneously. Based on the evidence provided, special education has not
shown up at the top of the list like many others noted here. A quick search of current trends in
special education produces topics about case law review, Least Restrictive Environment, and
Assistive Technology – all of which are the most common topics in special education. Yet, it is
important to note that special education is undergoing many more issues than just these few. For
example, disproportionality in special education is a 50-year-old conversation Tefera &
Fischman, (2020). So, how does one take precedent over the other? This demonstrates some
form of unorganized priority with the K-12 education system where special education and
special education leadership training is insignificant.
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Summary
The summary of chapter two identified and discussed nuances from the literature to
highlight how these mentions will contribute to the existing body of educational research under
this topic (Terrell, 2016). Based on the subtopics mentioned throughout chapter two, this
summary answered questions raised from the information provided (e.g., what do general
perceptions describe?), reveal research gaps, raise questions to support common themes through
current research, and potentially identify areas of growth for practitioners. These concluding
statements defined what all the literature means in terms of the study and the theoretical
framework used to guide the study.
General perceptions described the research that explored perceptions of school principals
in terms of their performance. It explored the question of: “How do principals feel about their
own performance in schools?”. This involves looking at how principals see themselves and their
experiences. Exploring the general perceptions provides insight into how principals identify and
define their roles and responsibilities. It provided clarity into how principals are currently feeling
about their work. Once a level of understanding is gathered from a self-report on the principal’s
experiences, gaps in the level of knowledge can be revealed in terms of special education. Gaps
gleaned from general perceptions are that principals are typically represented by the impact of
their work and the quality of their success. According to Hallinger and Wang (2015), it appears
that principals are self-evaluated by the outcomes they can produce. This is important to capture
wholistically because once principals are, and feel prepared, it generally leads to greater
outcomes for students with disabilities (Bettini, Mason-Williams, & Barber (2020).
Recently as 2009, special education leadership has been the least research area among the
administration for special education programs, which later called for more research to be
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conducted in this area – specifically toward leadership competencies (Thompson, 2017). With
special education leadership being undermined in research and preparation, Giordano, LoCascio,
and Inoa (2019) further support the fact that school leaders are not offered enough pre-service
training and education in special education to be able to productively champion the leadership
works embedded within school-based inclusion programs among public schools. Special
education knowledge and expertise of the principal have a large impact on their involvement in
their special education program and have an even larger impact on how their special education
program can function (Templeton, 2017). To better support them, preparation programs should
consider an interdisciplinary curriculum that allows leaders to be trained in other disciplines
where they will have governance and influence (Holley, 2017). DeMatthews, Billingsley,
McLeskey, and Sharma (2020) provide key evidence that principal preparation and educational
leadership programs should focus on each aspect of contemporary educational leadership,
inclusive of special education. The seemingly technical role and the broad approaches make it
difficult to determine.
Gaps are also represented in educational leadership curriculum and programmatic
offerings from alternative leadership programs, even though laws and legislation are constantly
changing to meet student needs. Highlighted from the work of Billingsley, Crockett, and
Boscardin (2018) the practice of inclusive education, formerly known as mainstreaming, allows
students with disabilities to spend more time in the general education setting alongside their
same-aged peers. With this becoming the new norm it forces principals to be more involved in
this level of school programming. Consequently, this new norm requires principals to have more
than just general knowledge about learning differences. In fact, it requires principals to be skilled
in program development and coaching to lead effective special education programs, according to
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the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA, 2004). Although leading special
education requires a multidisciplinary approach, each stakeholder, including the principal, needs
to be able to understand how each discipline aligns to the notion of special education service
provision and the continuum of services. This is something that also needs to be applied as a part
of disciplinary teamwork. Thus, special education training and related experiences are necessary.
However, there is a challenge that arises which speaks to the educational leadership
curriculum gap and the experiences provided through alternative leadership training programs.
The challenge is that it has become difficult in narrowing down what exactly school principals
need to know. This is where education reform for educational leadership programs is charged to
make the necessary changes. Also, innovation in district programs could support this work.
Given how school districts have leveraged partnerships with alternative leadership programs to
provide opportunities for aspiring leaders, this same approach is to be taken to how special
education training opportunities can be included either through the partnerships’’ offering or
through job-embedded alignment strands monitoring by the partnership. Moreover, if the district
cannot offer partnership experiences, “on-the-job” experiences can be created and monitored
through district-based professional development. This would eventually be tied to principal
performance and evaluation tools.
There are some aspiring principals and current principals that desire to know more about
special education to inform their professional practice. Particularly the aspiring leaders, it may
have the goal to eventually step into a school building or district and make an impact in a
different capacity. This can also make them more marketable as a leader. Therefore, special
education leadership development for prospective leaders is important. Current and prospective
leaders should be afforded the opportunities to build their individual capacity, whether it be
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through job-embedded experiences or program/course offerings. However, it could be difficult to
achieve this considering that leadership licensure doesn’t require it.
It is imperative to develop a climate and culture for what special education leadership
and development looks like in our school building, districts, and educational leadership
preparation programs. This can be catalyzed by continuing the research to sustain such dialogues
about the changes needed in programs. Next to conversations and changes need to happen
amongst policymakers. Given the philosophical approach of programs like TFA, they can really
help to navigate conversation around what school principals will need as a part of the schoolbased experiences and competencies. Otherwise, a comprehensive special education leadership
framework can be developed either through scholarly work or a currently existing governing
body that contributes to those doing the work that supports general education and special
education alike. This framework will be built to not only empower the collaborative leadership
efforts of schools but to specifically teach and train leaders on the specific skills necessary to
become well-rounded leaders going forward.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the educational leadership
training experiences in special education, for school principals of public charter schools in
Washington D.C. Specifically, the process of this research explored how these programs prepare
candidates to be highly effective in leading school-based special education programs. According
to Gore (2017), education research involves a wide range of approaches in terms of methodology
and frameworks. This chapter presents the design, its appropriateness to the topic and study,
types of data collection, and the necessary steps for data analysis. The intention for chapter 3 is
to introduce the methodology of the study through the presentation of the procedures, research
design, and data analysis process.
Design
This study was qualitative and employed a case study research design to explore how
educational programs prepare principals to be highly effective in leading school-based special
education programs. The phrase “qualitative” speaks to the inquiry-based nature of the research
process that seeks to explore a social problem (Yin, 2018). There are five different approaches
required that are dependent upon the type of inquiry and exploration needed to address the
problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This design was appropriate because the purpose was to
generate critical thought around professional practices and their implications, and to potentially
encourage new approaches to leadership education and instruction (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Harland (2014) substantiates how researchers learn from cases to initiate change through
exploration and reflection. Moreover, the research from this case sought to provide insight into
globally similar experiences outside of the setting of this study (e.g., other local school districts)
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which is a critical component in conducting qualitative research through a case study research
design (Campbell, 2015). Creswell and Poth (2018) state that the case study design necessitates
an in-depth look at a particular situation using multiple data sources to provide a thorough
account of the context. Consequently, this design was chosen because it allows variability in the
data. Simultaneously it allowed qualitative themes and patterns to emerge from data collected
from interviews and other related analyses. Additionally, it provided the opportunity to create a
well-built and definitive case study by covering a larger ground of empirical evidence (Mohajan,
2018).
Major Components
According to Yin (2018), there are five major components to this design. Of the five
components, the first is the research question(s). The next component is to bring meaning to the
case or “bounding” the case. Through the process of bounding the case, I created concrete
parameters in which the case will live (Yin, 2018). I bound the case study by the specific group
of people (participants) within the study and the setting which limited the participants to school
principals within the public charter school system. This did not include data that could be
included from other traditional public charter schools and also did not include data involving
other non-related school personnel to be included in this study. Another component was to
present what was going to be examined in the case following by an analysis of the data. Lastly,
the final component was to find evidence to justify this current study. The inclusion of these
pieces built out a solid case study design.
Appropriateness of Design
Case study research truly represents the practice of in-depth research. It explores the
range of social occurrences (Yin, 2018). I conducted an in-depth exploration regarding the
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practice of education in terms of how it supports principals in their ability to manage special
education programs in schools. Based on the nature of this study, I explored the learning and
training experiences of the participants. Burt, Lundgren, and Schroetter (2017) state that through
case study methodology, I can gain insight into how the participants learn which is significant for
this research topic and the theoretical framework supporting it. Because this study required a full
review of information from the participants, I needed a case study research design to closely
delve into the information to produce a quality analysis of themes (Smith, 2018). Case study
research allowed me to closely look at real-world contexts (Bartlett & Vavrus, (2017). This study
was conducted in a real-world context that can describe and explore practical experiences
contributing to future education research.
Research Questions
Central Question: What are the experiences of school principals relating to preparation in
special education?
SQ 1: In what ways is special education leadership and development addressed in school
leadership programs?
SQ 2: What are the educational leadership competencies that prepare principals to lead
special education programs in schools, if any?
SQ 3: How can the practice of educational leadership be reimaged to reflect and
necessitate the importance of special education leadership competency as a standardized
practice?
Setting
The setting for this case study was a sample of 10 schools in a public charter school
network located in the Washington, District of Columbia. Some of the schools were campuses
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where there are three different divisions under one school building as a feeder system. The
leadership at each site may include, at least one principal, an assistant principal/instructional
coaches, teachers, and support staff. The district/network structure contains a chief of schools,
chief academic officer, director of student support, and chief executive officer that oversees the
functionality of school programming (Figure 10).
Figure 10
Organizational Structure
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Based on the level of autonomy that charter schools have in their practices, these charter
school network titles of these positions may differ (Lubienski & Lee, 2016). Therefore, the
charter school networks do not always publicize information regarding their organizational
structure. They are governed by district regulations in terms of managing a learning organization.
Public charter schools have been constantly studied because of how they operate with lessened
regulations and structure while still maintaining unique systems of accountability like their
surrounding school districts (Oberfield, 2016). Because of the uniqueness of each charter school,
there may be diverse responses given in the interview amongst the participants. In terms of
interviews, the uniqueness creates opportunities for fluidity in responses (Gall, Gall, & Borg,
2015).
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Participants
In qualitative research, sample sizes vary and are up to the researcher to decide based on
the need of the study (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2015). It is acceptable that the sample size for this
project was not a large sample given the context of the study and the criterion surrounding the
project (Boddy, 2016). The sample pool for participants was school principals from the network
of Appleton Public Charter School. Using a convenience sampling method, 10 different
principals were selected and sampled from their principal pool and participated in the study.
There were no limitations placed on race, nationality, age, sex, or levels of experience to support
the variability for themes and patterns to develop. Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim (2016) state that
this type of sampling method is beneficial for studies where ease of access is necessary. Because
the campus sizes are smaller than the traditional public school district based on the setting of the
study, using a purposive sampling method limited the number of participants and the possibility
of recourse. Additionally, this variability supported the study in terms of how each participant
was individually prepared. The 10 principals within this project served as the 10 cases, which is a
common size for the nature of the study (Gentles, Charles, Ploeg, and McKibbon, 2015).
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for the research and methodology was
obtained. An approval letter from Appleton Public Charter School has been included for this
study (see Appendix A). I contacted the chief of schools via email inquiring about the site
approval process and submitting the necessary information. After two weeks, site approval was
obtained. From that point, I was able to select the 10 principals to be a part of the research study.
Once selected, information was sent to each potential participant via email. The email explained
details of the study, participants’ rights, a copy of the interview questions, an invitation to
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participate, and a consent form to participate in the study (see Appendix B). Participants were
instructed to sign and return the consent form before they participated in the study.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, there were some expected limitations to interviewing
the participants. Limitations included scheduling, availability, and challenges in sharing
documentation; some of which may have been not experienced if the city was not practicing
social distancing. Another limitation included teleconferencing. Additionally, based on the
highly remote settings, some participants experienced connectivity issues and feedback from
sounds in their environment. After consent was received from the participants, I scheduled to
either interview the participant via phone or web/video call for a maximum of 45 minutes (see
Appendix C). After the participants were scheduled, I sent calendar invitations via Google
calendar to maintain organization with scheduling. Both methods are sufficient for this type of
study (Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004). Each interview was recorded by an iPad and the
information was locked/stored as outlined in the consent form following the close of the
interview. After the interviews were conducted, I followed up with the principals via email
within five business days as a “thank you” for their participation and reassurance of their
confidentiality.
The Researcher's Role
In this project, I had no direct relationship with the participants or sites outside of the
professional forum that was shared as educators. My primary role in this project as the human
instrument was conducting research on the topic and the research questions. My role included
managing the entire research process through developing strategic methods to address the
research questions and analyze the data collected from each encounter. Specifically, I was
responsible for conducting the interviews and a focus group interview while subsequently

80
analyzing the data to generate themes, new points of inquiry, and opposing views based on the
responses.
I entered the study believing that most principals are not adequately prepared in special
education and special education leadership. Additionally, I believed that educational leadership
programs do not effectively prepare them. This type of bias and assumption potentially affected
my data and analysis as I may have looked for specific patterns and themes regarding this idea.
This could have potentially caused me to miss other relative and relevant information that can be
beneficial to the study. As a result, I addressed the biases by structuring interview questions
objectively so that they did not allude to any particular attitude, theme, or disposition that could
potentially reflect poorly on the purpose of the study. Moreover, I established a rapport through
certain interview questions that allowed the participants to have a sense of control and
comfortability. To do this effectively, I had to bracket out my biases using a reflexive journal.
According to Hajar (2021), bracketing out biases is an important step to ensure that the
researcher’s assumption do not impact the methodology of the study. The reflexive journal is
used to capture thoughts and assumptions that show up during the study. Therefore, I used a
journal to capture my assumptions, name the bias connected to them, and how they could
potentially impact the study. A few entries have been included (Appendix E) to describe the
process.
Given these biases, I was keenly aware of how I approached the participants during the
interview process to ensure that they felt the interview was neutral in a nature. This was to
prevent participants from potentially feeling that this research was a challenge to the practice of
educational leadership or that it was a challenge to their own professional practice. To address
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this, I ensured that during the interview process I was clear that this was an exploratory study
that did not reflect on their personal practices or views as an educational leader.
Data Collection
According to Harrison, Birks, Franklin, and Mills (2017), case study research should
include a diverse body of data. The data collected supported the research and the topic as a part
of the justification process. It included data collection methods such as interviews, artifacts, and
documents (Yin, 2018). Yazan (2015) stresses the importance of including variable data points to
not only support the research but also continually ground the integrity of the case study design
through triangulation. To conduct qualitative research, the researcher must have strategically
selected a design that will yield the appropriate exploration (Brooks & Normore, 2015). Given
this case study design, below is a set of data collection procedures that are reflective of a
qualitative design and should also be directly reflected in the findings chapter (Brooks &
Normore, 2015).
Pilot Study
Before diving into the core of the research, a pilot study was conducted to evaluate the
effectiveness of the data collection methods. The pilot supported the researcher in being
prepared for unforeseen challenges, practicality in data collection procedures, interview format,
and efficacy of interview questions. Data from the pilot study identified any weaknesses within
the study to support the research in revising parts of the study to maintain high-quality
methodological practice and yield quality results. Malmqvist, Hellberg, Mollas, Rose, and
Shevlin (2019) state that there is no true standard to conducting pilot studies. Therefore, the pilot
study does not follow a particular framework or model. For the purposes of this research, quality
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assurance was supported by a Ph.D. professional from the doctoral committee focusing on
analyses and feedback of the following areas.
1. Quality of Research
2. Quality of Interview and Focus Group Questions
3. Alignment of Research Questions & Interviews
The procedures for this study mirrored the procedures that were used during the actual
study. One participant in the pilot study completed the virtual interview and responded to the
questions. The purpose of the interview determined if the questions would solicit the type of
qualitative data necessary to deepen the context of the study and be able to produce/provide an
adequate analysis of the information. Additionally, the interview supported me in ensuring
clarity of the questions being asked. After the pilot study, there were no significant adjustments
made to the interview questions nor was there a prompt to change any of the procedures. Based
on the context of the study and its connection with the participants, the questions were feasible
and easy for the participant to understand and respond to. What I have learned through the pilot
study was that it would be beneficial to either the frame or restate the topic and purpose of the
study so that participants can see a high-level view of the study and respond within the confines
of the context.
Interviews
Below, these interview questions were conducted virtually, or they were conducted via
phone conference at the discretion of the participant’s choice.
Standardized Open-Ended Interview Questions
1. Please state your name.
2. Describe the school level or levels of your building (e.g., early childhood, secondary)
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3. Talk to me about the special education program here at your school (e.g., inclusion, selfcontained)
4. What is your education/training in educational leadership?
5. Which program did you attend or were you a part of?
6. Explain the preparation your program gave you in special education.
7. Next, explain the preparation your program gave you in special education leadership.
8. Express your level of expertise in independently developing an individualized education
program (IEP).
9. Describe your knowledge about special education.
10. Explain how well do you feel that you can lead your special education program without
your coordinator/director?
11. Describe three things that you do not know about leading a special education program.
12. Describe your level of participation in your special education program (e.g., chairing IEP
meetings, MDT Meetings).
13. Describe your general attitudes towards the need for principals to be prepared in special
education as a part of their educational leadership preparation.
All 13 questions were reviewed and critiqued by experts in the field of educational
leadership and case study methodology. This part of the process is to ensure that the questions
are clear and targeted as well as meeting their intended purpose based on the wording. Questions
one through five were knowledge and background questions (Hughes, 2016). The questions were
purposed to obtain background information from the participant and to answer basic factual
questions that are relevant to the interview and overall study. Additionally, these were asked to
build rapport and understanding at the beginning of the interview while serving as a framework
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for the rest of the next interview component (Hughes, 2016). Thanh and Thanh (2015) emphasize
the importance of understanding context as a means to approaching qualitative research and the
data analysis process. Questions one through five provided the contextual evidence needed to
inform the research process related to its validity and relevance.
Question 6 through 13 were questions that specifically addressed the research questions,
allowing a comparison between the participant's response, and the analysis of the programs.
These questions captured the experience of the participant (Castillo-Montoya, 2016).
Additionally, questions six through eleven were specific to the inquiry process that addressed
specifics related to the topic and questions under investigation (Castillo-Montoya, 2016).
One aspect of serving as an educator is being reflective and introspective about one’s
practices. As educators, it is important to critically reflect on key practices over time to
understand the functionality of where they are and the impact they are making (Russell, 2018).
Questions 6 through 13 inspired some critical reflection from principals regarding their
knowledge gaps and deficits. These types of questions elicit the idea of critical reflection is a part
of the nature of our work, educational leadership programs must undergo this same process to
support their candidates.
Lastly, questions 6 through 13 addressed my related literature in terms of exploring the
contexts and curriculum of educational programs and how they connect their current knowledge
and experiences. The questions sought to understand the bulk of their experiences and training in
special education. It is from these questions that the research can begin to develop and identify
common themes amongst participant responses.
Document Analysis
During the interviews, participants were asked to share the educational leadership
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program they attended. Public documents from these leadership programs were retrieved
electronically to provide an analysis of the connection between the expected programmatic
outcomes to their experiences of the principals regarding special education leadership. These
documents included the mission/vision, course offerings, and syllabi when available. Document
analysis is a systematic process of analyzing documents to determine meaning or value (Brooks
and Normore, 2015). The documents were an important part of the data analysis process because
they provided the project and researcher with the public facts related to the topic and research
questions (Brooks and Normore, 2015). In terms of relevance, these documents revealed if there
is any alignment between the program's intended purpose and the actual outcome in the
preparation of principals. This alignment supported the theoretical framework of this study in
terms of PCK and educational leadership preparation in special education. It is imperative to
look at the documentation these programs offer to holistically understand principal experiences,
program preparation, and principal needs in special education leadership development.
Focus Group
In general, focus groups help support the research as it relates to trying to understand the
problem that is generally lacking in clarity (Sutton and Austin, 2015). From the work of Gill and
Baillie (2018), focus groups are very purposeful in highlighting variability. Due to the number of
participants and their availability, one focus group was conducted. Originally, the focus group
was expected to contain half of the participants from the sample size. On the day of the focus
group, only three participants joined the conversation.
Using participants from the same group allowed me to further explore this topic and gain
more themes from their self-directed conversation. These participants were prompted to discuss
their views and opinions. Also, the participants were encouraged to discuss their views amongst
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themselves. Additionally, this process further allowed the researcher to further explore the topic
in terms of what potentially necessitates the need (or not) for special education training amongst
school principals. This focus group was conducted on a web-based platform via Zoom for the
convenience of each participant. The variability in responses from each participant on the three
questions (Appendix D) supported the development and refinement of each case.
1. Describe the competencies you believe a principal should have in terms of special
education leadership.
2. What are some of the things that you have learned while on the job that supported your
knowledge in special education leadership?
3. What are your authentic reservations about your expertise in terms of leading the special
education program here at your school?
Based on the work of Obiakor and Bakken (2016), question one focuses on components
and guidance given to principals in terms of leading special education programs in school.
However, based on the different pieces of literature they are all subjective. This question allowed
the principals to report their opinions in an effort to reveal additional gaps to the researcher in
terms of the needs of principals, programs, and developing further research.
According to Williamson and Blackburn (2016), principals should be continuous learners
and even create their own professional networks to further develop their practice. Recognizing
that some principals may learn new competencies within this capacity, the second question
focused on acquiring information related to the opposing views of obtaining special education
leadership competencies through traditional or alternative educational leadership programming.
Simultaneously, it further reveals potential gaps in training experiences.
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Question three considered the personal view of the principal’s performance. While this
study is not related to self-efficacy, Urton, Wilbert, and Hennemann (2014) mentioned how
principals’ feelings about their abilities to lead special education programs have an impact on the
quality of their leadership in this area. As it relates to this study, it was important to consider
their perceptions in terms of how it will impact special education leadership practice for
principals and impact what would need to be considered as a part of their competencies to shift
their opinions.
Data Analysis
According to Yin (2018), there are four different types of data analysis: pattern matching,
cross-case synthesis, explanation building, time-series analysis, and logic models. Pattern
matching simply identifies the patterns within the research based on the existing variables. In
terms of building an explanation, the explanation is explaining the social phenomenon that is
being explored through the study. Overall, the explanation should be connected to a significant
theory that is a part of the framework of the study (Yin, 2018). Time-series is the process of
looking at the time patterns within the research consistent with social phenomena. In terms of
the logic model, it sought to make sense of the social phenomena or “cases” within the study.
This had the potential to reveal potential relationships within the patterns. Finally, the cross-case
synthesis treats each case as its own. In doing so, it allowed the researcher to examine multiple
cases and synthesize each case in a way that brings meaning and exploration to the topic (2018).
The data analysis process followed for this study was in alignment with the work of
Miles and Huberman (1994) and Morse (1994). This process consisted of comprehending,
synthesizing, theorizing, and recontextualizing (Morse, 1994). The process begins by gathering
sufficient data to create a thorough description of the case(s). This is essentially done during the
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data collection period (Morse, 1994). During the study, I gathered data through interviews, a
focus group, and document analysis.
In qualitative studies, the researcher can identify prominent themes using software (e.g.,
NVivo). In other cases, the researcher can self-code to identify salient themes. I coded the data
by hand. This allowed me the opportunity to review the information, become the sole expert of
the data, and bring all the relevant pieces together. Using a data synthesis table to capture a highlevel view of the data, I engaged in broad or “open” coding. This process allowed me to discover
larger, overarching, themes (Miles and Huberman, 1994). During this process, I read each
transcript from the participant interviews and focus group. The goal was to identify patterns and
trends that represented broad ideas, assisting in the development of themes. Reading through
each of the transcripts, I developed words or short phrases extracted from a sentence or
paragraph. From the open coding process, three themes emerged.
The next stage in the data analysis process is where I identified patterns that revealed
themselves from the cases (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The patterns were extracted from the
pieces identified during the broad coding. Additionally, the patterns were highlighted by color on
each of the transcripts. The goal of highlighting the patterns was to support in synthesizing the
data even further and connecting relevant evidence. Throughout the stage memoing was used,
when applicable, to capture key information. The goal of this was to keep a record of additional
ideas that could be used in the analysis in subsequent chapters.
Following this, I continued to use the data synthesis table and highlighted transcripts to
begin looking at the relationships and connections between and within the data (Morse, 1994).
This stage is where I got a better understanding of the phenomena (Miles and Huberman, 1994).
Using the synthesis table, I determined the frequency of the eight themes between the interview
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and focus group transcripts. During the memoing processing, I annotated specific pieces of
evidence that generated new ideas that were connected to the study but were not significantly
supported by evidence. I attributed these ideas to areas where more research is necessary. While
making it applicable to other contexts, this is an opportunity to highlight and include opposing
interpretations (Yin,2018). The memoing process also allowed me to capture evidence that was
contrary to the data. Overall, this data analysis process allowed me to take a deep dive into the
experiences of each participant, allowing themes to emerge from the carefully interpreted data
(Patton, 2015). This process considers all the data that is relevant to the case while considering
opposing views yielded from the interview and focus group questions (Yin, 2018).
The frequency of themes allowed me to see which themes are most relevant to the
research topic and research questions. I reviewed the transcripts multiple times to determine the
connections. The purpose of this was to attempt to break down the data into more narrowed
themes and patterns in addition to using the evidence collected from the memos (Yin, 2018).
From the research of Leko, Cook, and Cook (2021), Document analysis is a common
method used in special education research that allows the researcher to analyze additional data
on the topic to draw themes and connections from other data points such as interviews and focus
groups. I performed a document analysis to further see connections between the data. Based on
the data the participants provided, I was able to review public artifacts. These artifacts allowed
me to find alignment between the preparations of the school leaders within the study and connect
them to the intent of their programs regarding their mission, vision, and curriculum.
Additionally, they supported me in identifying a connection between their programs and the
narratives they shared within the transcripts. Using the interviews, document analysis, and the
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focus I triangulated each data source to identify key themes. Evidenced was used from each data
source to validate the present. This increases credibility and supports in removing biases.
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness is important to qualitative research, as it eliminates any threats to the
external validity and reliability of the work (Gunawan, 2015). Subtopics below address
trustworthiness regarding credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability. These
subtopics are an important part of the ethical foundations for this research study.
Credibility
To determine credibility, Nowell, Norris, White, and Moules, (2017) suggest peer
debriefing as a strategy and methodology to cross-check the research and research process. The
debriefer needs to look at and evaluate multiple components of the project such as the coding and
the analysis, intending to add credibility to the researcher (Richards and Hemphill, 2018). With
the dissertation committee as a debriefer, we collectively and systematically reviewed the
chapter methodology to cross-examine what is being stated in terms of procedure, data
collection, and data analysis to determine if the output matches what was stated. Additionally, I
compared each of the components and the output to determine if they were connected to the
purpose of the study outlined in the purpose statement.
Dependability and Confirmability
Member checking is the process of taking the data back to participants to ensure that
there is an accurate account reported based on the encounter, or in this case the interview
(Candela, 2019). Member checking was used to address both dependability and confirmability.
In this process is the intent of the researcher is to validate the evidence collected and obtain any
other essential evidence that may have been missed (Candela, 2019). This is especially important
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because the participant gave verbal responses as opposed to written responses. Once each of the
interviews were transcribed, participants were provided with a copy of each of their interviews
Once received, they were asked to closely review the interview to ensure accuracy of what was
captured. Additionally, they were asked to provide additional thoughts and/or clarify statements
they made during the interview. The participants were able to confirm the accuracy of the data
based on their review. No additional clarity was provided based on their statements.
Transferability
For transferability, the research should generate a rich description of the research and
context to support in the study ability to varying contexts. A rich or thick description is where the
researcher gathers detailed information throughout the project (Morse, 2015). A thorough
account of the research process was described in the data collection and data analysis procedures.
This allows other researcher to clearly identify the research sequence and additional related
information. Additionally, I provided key details about the methodology decisions context of the
study, and participants to further ensure transferability to other contexts, situations, and times.
Thick descriptions tend to overlap with the wealth of information. This joining of information
allows others to see how the research can be applied to other contexts (Morse, 2015). To support
the descriptions and allow for generalizations, specific quotes from the transcriptions were used
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). While is it not my role as the researcher to prove that this study is
transferrable, it is my role to provide significant details for the study to be replicated.
Ethical Considerations
Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018) revealed that ethical considerations are largely and
holistically about the entire infrastructure of the study, including its purpose and problem. In
other words, ethics should consider protecting the integrity of the research and its participants
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beyond physical interactions. Because this type of research is more prone to bias, it is imperative
to protect the participants. Pseudonyms were used for each participant in this project. To protect
the anonymity of the participants, there was no use of school names, as pseudonyms were used to
identify schools. A confidentiality agreement was signed by each participant to ensure
confidentiality throughout the project and assurances were made regarding no release of records
to any parties outside of or not connected to this study. Data were stored on a password-locked
iPad and may be used in future presentations. Interviews were recorded and transcribed by the
professional transcriber Trint. These recordings were stored on a password-locked device for
three years and then erased. Only the researcher will have access to these recordings. After three
years, all electronic records will be deleted.
Summary
The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the educational leadership
training experiences in special education, for school principals of public charter schools in
Washington D.C. Chapter Three captured the specific research design and the procedures for
conducting the study. Following IRB approval, this qualitative design studied 10 principals and
their respective educational leadership programs. To collect data, interviews and a focus group
were conducted in conjunction with a document analysis to explore the relativity of programs
outcome to the realities of the experience of principals in the phenomena. The data analysis
process employed by Miles and Huberman (1994) and Morse (1994) was used to organize the
data and extricate meaningful themes and information.
Member checking and rich descriptive methodology were also used to ensure that the
considerations for trustworthiness are met. The typicality of ethical considerations was used to
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maintain low risks in breach of confidentiality and safety of participants (e.g., use of
pseudonyms, password-protected devices, time-sensitive record keeping, etc.).
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
The purpose of this collective case study was to explore the educational leadership
training experiences for building leaders of public charter schools in Washington D.C. This
research explored how these programs prepare candidates to be highly effective in leading
school-based special education programs. This chapter includes detailed information regarding
the findings from the study. The detailed information includes participants description, a table
describing key information from the document analysis, narrative of the themes that emerged
from the study, and direct responses to the central research questions and sub-questions. Chapter
Four closes with a summary and synthesis of the findings and the connections between the
themes leading to a later discussion.
Participants
The participants for this study included school principals from the network of Appleton
Public Charter School. Using a convenience sampling method, 10 different principals were
selected to participate in interviews and a focus group. The 10 principals within this project
served as the ten cases, which is a common size for the nature of the study (Gentles, Charles,
Ploeg, and McKibbon, 2015).
Each of the participants was interviewed, and three of the participants participated in a
focus group. After being interviewed, each participant was reminded that there was going to be a
focus group to solicit their continued investment in the research project. Considering the
convenience of the participants, these interviews took place via Zoom. Below is a table that
captures an overview of the participants and additional contextual information relevant to their
role in this study.
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Table 4
Study Participants
LEADER
PARTICIPANTS
Dr. E

DEGREE/PROGRAM

SCHOOL LEVEL

Doctorate

Early Childhood Education

Dr. S

Doctorate

Kindergarten – Grade 5

Dr. N

Doctorate

Early Childhood Education

Dr. B

Doctorate

Kindergarten – Grade 8

Ms. T

Masters

Early Childhood Education

Ms. Aaron

Masters

Early Childhood Education – Grade 3

Doctorate

Grade 6 – Grade 8

Ms. S Smythe

Masters

Early Childhood Education

Ms. Lexus

Masters

Kindergarten – Grade 8

Ms. Sc

Masters

Early Childhood Education – Grade 8

Dr. M

To address the central and sub-questions for this study, participants engaged in individual
interviews, and a focus group. Additionally, data was collected from a document analysis.
During this time, they were asked several questions aligned to the research study, allowing the
researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the topic and research connected to its exploration.
The open-ended interview questions were used to explore the leadership preparation. Connected
to this data collection process, I conducted a document analysis of the public artifacts, based on
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the responses from participants in terms of their educational leadership preparation. Data
triangulation between each of the data collection methods creates a clear picture of how each of
the themes emerged. Each of the three themes below seeks to support the reader’s understanding
of the nuances of principal preparation to lead special education programs in schools, and the
gaps that exist. Additionally, an introduction to each of the participants are described below to
express their voices and experiences through the findings and results of the study.
Dr. E
Dr. E currently serves as principal for an Early Childhood Education (ECE) program. Dr.
E presents as a vibrant principal. Her personality shined through during our conversation. During
our interview, she was very transparent about her experiences, from what she could remember.
On more than one occasion, she mentioned that the experiences we were discussing were a long
time ago. She was especially transparent about her experiences related to special education. She
stated that during her time as an assistant principal, she was responsible for overseeing special
education compliance. While she was not the person responsible for ensuring compliance, she
had direct reports with metrics that could be easily used to assess compliance in special
education. Even in this capacity, it did not provide her with in-depth experience in special
education leadership. However, Dr. E is very ambitious. While she discussed her gaps in special
education, she also presented she counteracted her gaps by her perception of her leadership. She
admitted to not having certain skills but guaranteed she could perform and execute based on her
ability to learn and preserve independently.
Dr. S
Dr. S currently serves as principal for an elementary program (Kindergarten – 5th). Before
assuming the role as principal, she has operated in several roles from an interventionist to
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instructional coach, and even as assistant principal. From the interview with Dr. S, her passion
for education was very clear. During our interview, Dr. S spoke very deeply about her
experiences in special education particularly around the policy. Although she did not have
experience in special education, she was aligned with the idea that leaders need more training to
be successful.
Dr. N
Serving as a principal at an early (ECE) program, Dr. N was one of two participants that
had direct experience within special education. Prior to her role as principal, she served many
years as a special education teacher, special education coordinator, resident principal, and now as
a principal. Due to experiences, Dr. N was able to connect to each of the questions during her
interview. She was able to provide additional context to her experiences in special education and
connect them to her experiences as a school principal. Interestingly, she does not have time to
work closely with special education in her school building. Rather, she remains aware of the
process and procedures and allows others who are knowledgeable to lead this area.
Dr. B
Dr. B comes with experiences in a kindergarten through eighth grade setting. Dr. B does
not come with experiences in special education. While she has experiences as a school-wide
intervention coordinator, that only subjects her experiences to students that require Tier 2 and
Tier 3 educational support. Tier 2 students require small group instruction for targeted skills,
while Tier 3 requires individual and intensive support with targeted skills. Beyond Tier 3, is
special education where students require specially designed instruction to gain access and make
progress with the general education curriculum. While Dr. B took the stance that educational
leaders should be prepared in special education as a part of their training, she admitted that
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learning special education and the nuances of special education leadership was not something
that she was interested in, as it relates to her vision of her career trajectory.
Ms. T
Ms. T has most of her experience as an elementary school teacher, instructional coach,
and now principal of an ECE program. During our interview, Ms. T demonstrated that she was
readily aware that these content gaps existed for her in terms of special education leadership.
She was able to talk through a surface-level understanding of the special education process. For
example, she was able to describe that for students to have an IEP, they must first be evaluated.
Her knowledge of this came from taking one class during her graduate program that was an
overview of IDEA and the services it provides for students.
Ms. Aaron
Ms. Aaron currently is the principal for an ECE program that has a partnership with an
elementary school that contains kindergarten through grade 3. Ms. Aaron has a master’s degree
in Early Childhood Education and received most of her teaching experience through Teach for
America. Teach for America is an alternative teaching certification program. Her leadership
experience was grounded in her time as an instructional coach, and now resident principal.
Dr. M
Dr. M currently serves as principal for students in kindergarten through third grade Of all
the participants, she has the most diverse school experiences. Dr. M was a teacher, instructional
coach, assistant principal, and even answered phones one school year. She has a daughter with
special needs, so a lot of our discussion resonated with her personally. Additionally, her passion
for teaching and learning really radiated during our interview.
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Ms. S. Smythe
Ms. S. Smythe currently serves as a principal at an ECE program. Ms. S. Smythe brings
experience as a special education teacher, instructional coach, resident principal, and now
principal – culminating her 13 years of leadership experience. Uniquely Ms. S. Smythe worked
as a general education teacher in North Carolina. However, in North Carolina general education
teachers are also qualified to teach special education. This is where she has received most of her
experience in special education. In the context of this study, she is of two of two participants
with direct special education experience.
Ms. Lexus
As a leader, Ms. Lexus has 12 years of experience grounded in teaching English at the
middle school level via Teach for America, an assistant principal, and now leading a
kindergarten through eighth program. Of all participants, Ms. Lexus was the most eager to
discuss the topics at hand. Although she spoke about her gaps in special education, it was clear
that she wanted to learn more about the content. Ms. Lexus also spoke about furthering her
career. Having deep content knowledge in special education will support this transition. She
continues to learn more and more while on the job through conversations and experiences with
peers.
Ms. SC
Like Ms. Lexus, Ms. SC has 12 years of experience as an educator – including time as a
kindergarten teacher, leader of school culture, resident principal, and now leader of a
kindergarten through eighth grade program. In her role, she focuses heavily on culture which
provides her with fair knowledge of special education. Most of her experiences with special
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education are working directly with student support (behavior) and discipline – which could look
different for students with disabilities.
Results
This section introduces the results gleaned from the data collection and data analysis
process. Additionally, the results include three major themes divulged from the data shared from
each participant and the documents analysis. The data collection methods used for this study
included interviews, focus groups, and document analysis. In this section, each of the data
collection methods will be used as evidence to reveal the themes. A total of 10 one-on-one
interviews were conducted and recorded where each participant responded to 14 questions.
These questions were a series of questions around the school program the principals currently
lead, their educational leadership training and experiences, and their knowledge of special
education and special education leadership. Followed by the interviews, three participants
participated in one focus group where they were provided with an opportunity to engage with
one another around extended questions regarding this topic. Lastly, to triangulate the narratives
and experiences of the participants, a document analysis was conducted.
Below, Table 5 includes the programs that the participants have attended to receive their
educational leadership training. While some are universities, others are alternative leadership
programs that provide a certificate versus a degree. To conduct this analysis, specific indicators
were developed to drive the exploration. These specific indicators are:
1. Is there evidence provided in the mission that demonstrates consideration for special
education?
2. Is there evidence provided in the vision that demonstrates consideration for special
education?
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3. Is there evidence in the curriculum that demonstrates coursework or references to
special education?
4. Is there evidence in the curriculum that demonstrates coursework or references to
special education leadership?
Table 5
Artifacts of Educational Leadership Programs
Program

Program
Type

New
Leaders
for New
Schools

Certificate

Emerging
Leaders
University
of
Maryland
College
Park

Certificate

Graduate
Program

Mission | Vision
Alignment to
Special
Education
None

Special
Education
Leadership
Curriculum
None

None

None

Yes

Yes

Related Information

Evidence demonstrates
consideration for students
who require additional
support (e.g., one grade
level below).
Does not explicitly state
special education

Large university – College
of Education has a
department specifically for
special education.
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Program

Program
Type

Mission | Vision
Alignment to
Special
Education

Special
Education
Leadership
Curriculum

Related Information

Teach For
America

Certificate

No

No

Approaches education
from a lens of systemschange and policy
advocacy.

McDaniel
College

Graduate
Program

No

No

Offers master’s degree in
special education. Does
not prepare candidates in
leadership at the school
level. “The Special
Education program
prepares you for careers
such as: “Leadership and
teaching with social
services organization” &
“Employment with child
services organizations”
(McDaniel College, 2021)

Graduate
Program

No

No

Includes coursework
regarding general
education law.

George
Graduate
Washington Program
University

No

Yes

Mentions preparation for
leadership in special
education. Outlines
specific roles because of
education curriculum and
outcomes.

Queens
University
(CLT -NC)
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Program

Program
Type

Relay GSE

Graduate
Program

Vanderbilt
University

Graduate
Program

Mission | Vision
Alignment to
Special
Education
No

Special
Education
Leadership
Curriculum
Yes

No

No

Related Information
Includes a graduate
program for special
education. Includes a
leadership program,
leading to a certificate, in
inclusive leadership.
Offer Ph.D. programs in
specific concentrations for
special education (e.g.,
visual impairments,
autism, etc.) including a
law course.

Major Theme 1: District Priorities Impact School Leader Actions
School district priorities impact school leader actions related to special education. Each
school has its own unique priorities based on the culture and context. Based on the responses
from the participants, the first major theme emerged that varying school districts leaders call for
different actions from the principals based on the priorities of the district. If the school district
does not prioritize special education, it impacts how school leaders support the special education
programs in their budlings. Within the context of this study, it was important to understand how
the school priorities impact different leaders’ actions as it relates to special education. During an
interview, Dr. N said:
I have not had to chair any meetings, and I don't even think [REDACTED] even
considers principals for that. Like they would just, you know, reschedule until somebody
else could do it. And I think that's why in our organization it's been so challenging to get
principals on board because of the lack of knowledge, like literally because there's a lack
of knowledge and a lack of training (Personal communication, 2021).
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Dr. N is describing that she has not had the responsibility of chairing any IEP meetings.
Additionally, based on the preference of her school district they would not recommend that
principal’s step in to support this area, rather they would wait until someone else could. Dr. N
attributes the priorities of her district to the difficulties to get buy-in from principals to support
and lead special education in their building. This supports the theme because it describes the
influence that district priorities have on the leadership actions of the principal. During the focus
group, the three leaders shared many things to say about the school or district’s experience that
has an impact on their actions or inactions to support special education. Dr. M said:
And so, I think that's the biggest thing we've learned that I've learned is you've got to
determine the priorities because what's the priority for leader, everybody falls in line with
the priority of the leader. And so, if special education is an afterthought for the leader, it
is an afterthought for the school community. And that's probably the biggest thing I've
learned. I am beginning to feel disconnected from even my own success with students
who receive special education services because of what I don't see. I am not surrounded
by stories and examples of where these kids are achieving and doing well. And so that
gives me reservations around how to have conversations with teachers within the
confines of the district because the district is giving them nothing (Personal
communication, 2022).
Dr. M shared her experience around the power of influence from leadership and her
district. Her experience describes the essence of how the priorities of district leadership make it
difficult for school leaders to support their building in a way that they feel best serves students
with disabilities. In terms of school or district priorities, they may have a model where the school
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principals are the people responsible for special education. This essential has an impact on their
knowledge ability to do the work. Dr. E said:
What happens is each leader, depending on the school system, depending on where they
are hiring maybe…you may be the person who does the legal components of it, or you
may be LEA representative. So, if you have no idea and there is not a position for that,
you may have a special education teacher who is supposed to have a better understanding
of how to properly provide instruction. But when it comes to the actual legal parts and the
steps and all of those, if you are in a building where there isn't someone underneath you
and you're responsible for that, it's really important that you have an idea. Or even if there
is someone underneath you who can take care of that, you still need to make sure, you
know. When I worked in a larger district, I wasn't as hands on because there were people
who, that was their responsibility. There was a special education coordinator. There were
those things in process and it's a larger population. When I moved to a smaller population
that's when I started paying more attention (Personal communication, 2022).
It is important for school and district to prioritize special education in a way that support
teachers and leaders in their ability to support students with disabilities. This became evident
from Dr. S during her interview. She said, “I think working in an environment where they took
professional learning and development very seriously and worked to build the capacity of those
around so that they could better lead and support, has been very helpful” (Personal
communication, 2021).
Both Dr. E and Dr. S discussed the impact of their district school leader actions. Whether
it is promoting professional development in special education or the district’s organizational
structure, it effects school based special education programs. This supports the theme because it
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demonstrates how the varying schools of principals lead to different responses from each
principal. This becomes particularly important based on the influence that principals have within
their building. School leaders have an influence over their school that impacts the general
mindset around special education their building. During her interview, Dr. M shared:
The way in which I influence special education, is through instruction. So, my pieces are
building capacity, of my building leaders to develop the capacity of teachers to provide
specialized instruction to special education students. The way in which I influence special
education is by setting up systems and structures to ensure that on our compliance level,
we are 100 percent (Personal communication, 2021).
This idea that school leader influence impact the culture around special education
seemed to be true because during the focus group, Dr. E said, “If the leader has the mindset, it
will follow within the team” (Personal communication, 2022). As it relates to special education
leadership, the mindset of the leader essentially sets the tone for the adult culture around the
school priorities around special education. The influence of the leader impacts how school
culture is established within the building. Additionally, their influence drives the core values and
beliefs of the school. During her interview, Ms. SC said:
I think so much of it is mindset based when you think about how to address special
education students in the classroom. My experience or first experience in an educational
setting was actually at a center for autism. So, a lot of my lens was grounded around how
to support all students (Personal communication, 2022).
If leaders have a strong mindset around the support of special education, it could truly
shift the focus of a school. A school leader must feel internally that special education is
important, leading to the influence in their building. During her interview. Ms. S. Smythe said:
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I want to better support general education teachers and special education teachers in
collaborating and working together in a co-ownership”. She also stated, “Just as we focus
on general education, we should have just as much equal focus on education because
education is about the support of students (Personal communication, 2021).
From each of what the participants shared, the document analysis concurs with their
experience. The document analysis revealed that the mission and vision of their programs does
not yield this type of mindset or influence. While one educational leadership program includes
some curriculum around special education, it does not include information on special education
leadership. This could mean that this mindset may be attributed to experiences while on the job.
Moreover, this could contribute to leaders’ overall knowledge in special education and special
education leadership. The next theme will discuss the lack of leader knowledge in special
education within the context of this study.
Major Theme 2: Lack of Leader Knowledge in Special Education
Based on how the themes began to emerge from participant responses in the interviews
and focus group, it is becoming clear that leaders want and need more development in special
education. The document analysis revealed that as a principal, to acquire direct coursework in
special education or special education leadership, one must enroll in that specialty program.
Otherwise, the bulk of the knowledge in special education will be provided via a school law class
or courses on differentiation and equity. During the focus group, Dr. M provided an example
regarding the importance behind school leaders being developed in special education. She said,
“If a principal isn’t aware that there are data collection processes just within special education
compliance and things such as that, then you’ll never get to being able to push for equity because
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nobody would be doing it” (Personal communication, 2022). This was very similar to what she
discussed in her interview. She said:
It should be a requirement because as a leader, especially as a principal or assistant
principal, your purview is everybody and everything. So, you have to have some working
and intimate knowledge around special education, particularly because IDEA, which is
special education law, is a federal mandate. But on another level, there should absolutely
be some training around ensuring equity in educational outcomes for special education
students. Because in this day and age, you know, you have to be able to be a leader for
all. The reason why I know as much as I do... One, just I mean, I've just always been the
type to want to know information. But you know, my mother, my sister, is a special
educator. My daughter has special needs. And so that gives a different lens (Personal
communication, 2021).
Like the experience of Dr. M, Dr. S shared her beliefs around the development needs for
school principals in special education. During her interview, she said:
It is critical that principals are prepared and have the knowledge around special education
because of any student that has an IEP and the general education student as well. And so
you have to understand the general education aspect it in order to even see where the gaps
or needs may be. And so, if principals are not receiving more professional learning,
development, training specifically around special education and the needs, then we are
solely relying on our instructional team leaders or case managers taking our questions. So
I think if principals had a better working knowledge and understanding around special
education and the various components, I think it would not only benefit, of course, the
students and their families, but it would also benefit staff meeting teachers and hold them
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more accountable to support the teaching and learning of our students who have an IEP
versus solely depending on the special education teacher who was with the student for a
very limited time throughout the school day (Personal communication, 2021).
Dr. S stated a few things about learning and development for school leaders in special
education. While interviewing, she talked about how she wants to know more – supporting this
idea that leaders not only need, but also want more development around special education
content knowledge. During her interview, she said:
To be honest, I’m still working to learn a lot more about our special education program. I
want to know like some of the logistics and some of the facts. So, what is the exact kind
of process or ideal process before determining whether or not a student needs to be or is
identified as special educational needs to have an individual education plan? I want to
make sure that I'm always aware of like what stage every student is also in the process. I
think that's a huge thing because we have some students who are in the process of
receiving a plan. We have some students who are in a plan and that needs to just be
executed, as is. We have students that are part of a plan, and we don't know whether or
not they're exiting out of that plan or if that plan needs to be modified. I think like for me,
it's just like learning and knowing more about individual students and kind of where they
are in their plan. Because as a leader, I think for me, the more I know, the more I'm able
to coach, develop and push teachers towards the plan and execution of the plan (Personal
communications, 2022).
Because Dr. N has years of experience in special education, she discussed her belief on
what learning, and development should look like for school principals. In her interview, she said:
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It is absolutely essential. It is necessary. We talk about differentiation and, this, and the
other. We expect teachers to differentiate. But how can you be an effective leader and
make sure that the needs of your students are met when it comes to students with IEPs if
you have no real knowledge about the IEP process? You know, like even if we did a
mock IEP meeting, that would even be good having a principal walk through the process
from beginning to end, scheduling everything and all of that, you know, and actually
walking out the whole process. But it's necessary. Everybody needs to know the laws.
And even with the laws, I think everybody needs training on the sensitivity piece of it all,
like being sensitive to parents, you know, especially a parent saying this is the first, their
first experience with the IEP process. And confidentiality like, training around all of
those things and knowing that this is a legal document, and you need to follow it, you
know, and the documentation is important. And, you know, not be finagling stuff like
you, did you meet with them or did you not? (Personal communication, 2021).
Her perspective is from what she has learned from over the years and has brought into her
role as principal.
The idea that leaders need coursework and experience was clear as participants discussed
their experiences around their knowledge and preparation. During her interview, Ms. Lexus said:
I feel like I went to really good schools and learned a lot about teaching and learning in
general. I went to undergraduate and graduate, and I’ve studied abroad. I learned a lot
about differentiation for all kids when I was in school. However, it wasn’t until I began
teaching where I really started to learn more about the intricacies of special. Therefore, I
believe I needed both experiences to give me clear picture (Personal communication,
2022).
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Ms. Lexus talked about how prepared she felt from her undergraduate and graduate program. She
continued to mention that her experience on-the-job further supported her knowledge in special
education.
Ms. SC attended a graduate school called Relay Graduate School of Education, where she
earned a certificate in principal leadership. From the documents analysis, this program offers
separate degrees that focus on special education, and even a certificate in inclusive leadership.
But it does not explicitly include special education within the principal leadership programming.
During the focus group, she also shared her experience around learning on the job, relative to her
experience at Relay. She said:
My second experience in working with children was at a center for autism. And so much
of my work was very difficult. But there had to be this kind of like, unwavering belief
that all of my students could still achieve certain goals and it very much carried over
(Personal communication, 2022).
Dr. S attended multiple schools. During her interview, she expressed that “I entered my
undergrad degree at University of Maryland Eastern Shore and I at the time, and probably still
do, believe that they had a great special education program” and “I did still think that the
information was actually good information learned in the classroom” (Personal communication,
2021). From the document analysis, her graduate program offers robust opportunities in special
education and special education leadership. However, it was not aligned to track within her
program. While Dr. S believe that she had a good classroom experience in her program, she later
said:
I think the majority of my leadership experience in special education came from on-thejob experiences. You know, as a special educator, the range of needs and abilities are
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very broad. And so, I think that's something that a program cannot teach. So, I
experienced that with my first teaching experience, teaching a self-contained class with
multiple grade levels in one class, and I had not been trained to do that. So, I was on the
job. I'm just grateful that I'm one that really cared about my students about them being
successful. I was always seeking other ways to learn so that I could better support them.
So, in terms of a real preparation program, I think one the on-the-job training and being
the special education team leader for several years, really helped me become quite
familiar with timelines, the various disabilities and some of those characteristics
(Personal communication, 2021).
Educational leadership preparation programs and on-the-job training experiences impact
leader knowledge in special education. Some of the participants acknowledged that they had of
lack of knowledge in special education and special education leadership. Dr. S affirmed this by
sharing her opinion during her interview. She said:
What I find is that many of my colleagues are not honest about their capacity and what
they're comfortable with. So, they pretend or put on the facade that they are aware. They
have an understanding. I'm not saying that they don't, but it's not at a deeper level, a level
that I think would be necessary to really facilitate a [IEP] meeting properly (Personal
communication, 2021).
Ms. Lexus also stated:
The bulk of what I know really stems from me engaging and learning from my colleagues
with greater knowledge and experience. I admit that as a leader, I have gaps. However, I
am self-aware and self-reflective enough to know that I need support in these areas. So,
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I’ll always reach out to someone who has the most experience, with questions (Personal
communication, 2022).
By now, it appears that the participants are aligned in their experience of having minimal
or no knowledge in special education. Dr. B stated that she had “limit experience” (Personal
communication, 2022). This was similar to the knowledge expressed by Ms. T. In her interview
she said:
In my background, I was never a special education teacher, you know, so I've never had
to develop an IEP. I’ve read many of them, you know, I've been asked to, you know, give
input with this special education teacher as they were developing. But creating one from
scratch, I would need support (Personal communication, 2021).
Dr. M was very candid about her content knowledge around special education and even
shared her personal connection to special education. She said:
You know, I mean, my daughter has an IEP so I am very clear on goals and what they
mean and, you know, I can read it and debunk it and compare it. But in terms of sitting
and developing an IEP and using and progress monitoring, Nope! (Personal
communication, 2021).
This theme continues from what Ms. SC expressed during her interview. She said:
I do not have a level of expertise, I would say, but I do understand that there are strategies
that there are accommodations, that there are things that can be put in place to help any
student be successful in the classroom. So, I'm very open to helping develop those plans
as needed, but I don't necessarily have an expertise (Personal communication, 2022).
However, during the interview process, there was one participant who had a different
experience from the others. Dr. N spoke about her robust knowledge in special education. She
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demonstrated having sound content knowledge gained through her experiences as a special
education teacher and special education administrator. At three different points in her interview,
she said, “I have my own special education background”, “Yes, I know how to develop an IEP”
and “I know how to do the process from beginning to end” (Personal communication, 2021).
The document analysis revealed that 30% of the educational leadership programs offered
curriculum or coursework in special education and/or special education leadership. This aligns
with the experiences that were shared during some of the interviews. When Dr. M was asked
about how her program prepared her in special education and special education leadership,
during her interview she responded “None. Zero. Zilch. None. Absolutely none. Did I say none?”
(Personal communication, 2021). Similarly, Ms. SC said:
I don't know that that program gave me specific training around special education
leadership. In terms of when I think about that, I think about like managing apps and
understanding all the things related to special education. And I just don't I just can't say
that I've had that (Personal communication, 2022).
During her interview, Ms. T further explained her experience. She discussed the minimal
experiences in her coursework. She said:
So honestly, when I was thinking about this, it was really just one class. I think as you're
preparing in graduate school, if your specialty isn't special education, it's just a one
class…an overview of state policies making sure you are understanding the governing
rules around special education. That's really what it was about. And it just covered, I
think, just what it is for placements and services (Personal communication, 2021).
Similarly, during her interview Dr. B said, “My program did not focus on any elements of
special education as the focus was not limited to K-12 organizations” (Personal communication,
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2022). This theme continued to emerge as participants continued to share their experiences
around coursework in special education and special education leaders. A pattern was beginning
to be established that most educational leadership program do not include course relevant to
leadership in special education – other than a course in educational law.
Through the document analysis, some variability in coursework was revealed. Some
programs included educational law classes that discussed IDEA (2004), while the school may
have offered a specific special education program separate from educational leadership. This is
connected the experiences of some of the participants. During her interview, Ms. Aaron said:
So, we had a couple of courses that were intertwined, and they would, you know,
mention special education. They would talk about, you know, modifying things or sitting
in on an IEP meeting. But I haven't been particularly trained in, for example, writing an
IEP, but I participated in IEP meetings and 504 Plan meetings where we're drafting goals
or reviewing them for children. So, I would say a sprinkling, but nothing is nothing
specific and tailored to special education (Personal communication, 2021).
Similarly, during an interview Ms. S. Smythe shared “We did not specifically study
special education within our program. A part of that program was around school law, which of
course includes special education because of IDEA” (Personal communication, 2021). Dr. M
concurred by saying “That's kind of a mixed bag. None of the programs specifically focused on
special education” (Personal communication, 2021) while during the focus group, Dr. E stated:
I went through a leadership program, a full leadership program and degree, but there was,
I think it was one class that I may have taken. And so, on my own made sure that I was
part of IEP meetings and understood how things happened and advocated.
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What Dr. E said also speaks to how participants portrayed they feel about the importance
of on-the-job training experiences (Personal communication, 2022).
Based on 7 of 10 interviews, the participants admitted that based on their experiences (or
lack thereof), they cannot lead special education without direct knowledge and support from a
staff member who has the expertise. As she was being interviewed, Ms. T stated, “I think
principals are fooling themselves if they think that they can effectively run that [special
education] program without the support” (Personal communication, 2021). The consensus
continued to be that school leaders cannot lead special education without direct knowledge and
support from a staff member who has the expertise. During her interview Dr. B shared “I am not
very confident with leading this work without guidance as I have not received formal training in
this area and there are many legal aspects to this work” (Personal communication, 2022).
While it is common that school leaders may rely on the work experiences of others to
support the function of the entire school, this context. Regarding this theme, most of school
leaders require support from a coordinator or director – a special education leader that is more
knowledgeable. In her interview, Dr. S stated: “so if principals are not receiving more
professional learning, development training specifically around special education and the needs,
and we are solely relying on our instructional team leaders or case managers are taking our
questions” (Personal communication, 2021). Continuing with this theme, in order to lead special
education, it becomes clear that direct support would be necessary for principals to implement
effectively. Ms. Aaron said:
I am not specialized in special education. So, you know, if something comes up specific
to an IEP, I can generally comment on it. However, I would refer to the special education
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coordinator or reach out, you know, if I had specific concerns about a strategy or
something (Personal communication, 2021).
Principals have become even more comfortable with the staff expertise based on the
resources not only them but to other teachers. During her interview, Dr. N stated, “We had a
good teacher, I think [REDACTED] made the difference because she was really involved and
gave teachers great feedback and gave teachers great resources, and they felt like if they needed
support, they had it” (Personal communication, 2021). Not only does she rely on staff expertise
to support her knowledge, but it also supports the knowledge of the full team. Ms. S. Smythe
said:
I’m somewhat hesitant, but of course, they have the experts in this. I know my
coordinators that I have are very knowledgeable about all the knowledge of special
education. Although, I am well-versed in it I really do depend on their expertise (Personal
communication, 2021).
During her interview, Dr. N began to explain why some leaders default to the expertise of
the staff by sharing her experiences of the responses she’s her from other leaders. She said:
I'm not for it because I don't know what you're talking about, and it's extra work, I got to
learn something new, you know? Kids are going to be OK, give me a sped teacher, give
me a coordinator, good to go (Personal communication, 2021).
Like the belief or experience Dr. N, during her interview Dr. M said:
So, I believe fully as a leader and allowing the people who are in position in my building
to fully be empowered to occupy the spaces that they've been given. It's not a scapegoat.
But I don't attend IEP meetings unless I have to stand in for an administrator. That is why
you hire great people that you can trust (Personal communication, 2021).
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This seems to connect to some of the feelings that Ms. T expressed during her interview.
She said:
I think even if you honestly would go back, even if you do have that background, you
still need someone that can closely monitor and know who those students are. Are they
being serviced? Are we within those guidelines? - Knowing that our kids are receiving
what they're supposed to get. Um, so I don't feel that I would be effective, or the program
would be effective without that position, that person supporting our students and teachers
(Personal communication, 2021).
Dr. E presented a different view of why school leaders default to the expertise of their
colleagues who may present with more knowledge in special education. During the focus group
she said:
My reservation is that I don't have enough clout in special education to be able to then tell
those in the district level or at the central office level, this is not working, you can't. It
can't be done. What you're talking about is not working for the children. And so even
though I'm doing it in my building and really following it and making sure, because I
don't have the degree in special education, I don't have the many years in special
education, when I go and say, this isn't working, what's happening? What can be done?
It's like, Oh, well, no, we know this is, this is our area and this is what we know. And so,
my observation would be having enough expertise behind my name in special education
to be able to have the changes that need to happen, happen (Personal communication,
2022).
Ms. SC synthesized why leaders are more likely to rely on other staff members. During
her interview she said:
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Like I said before, special education involves so much and involves so many people. It is
by no means a single-handed mission. And I think you definitely have to have somebody
who's well versed and really understand special education. And I think that is why the
special education coordinator role and any leader or teacher serving in special education
is really instrumental. It's really important (Personal communication, 2022).
This theme opens the idea that because school leaders rely on their colleagues or staff,
learning occurs mostly on-the-job. This provides them with more opportunities to engage with
the content and others who have greater knowledge.
Major Theme 3: Learning Occurs Mostly on the Job
Upon completing the document analysis, 2 out of 10 of the educational leadership
programs included a curriculum that addressed some form of special education. Each of the
programs addressed the foundations of special education and course work in special education
leadership and assessment. Eighty percent of the programs do not explicitly demonstrate through
their mission, vision, and curriculum that educational leadership programs support principals in
special education leadership. During her interview Dr. N shared experiences. She said:
Neither program directly nor explicitly addressed special education leadership. That was
more so on a school level doing the work, like while you're doing the work. I worked as a
sped coordinator and ran the MDT meetings, IEP meetings, that type of thing. I started
my journey in education in a level five school. middle school students, crisis intervention,
you know, doing holds and all that the whole nine. So that's where I started. I started as a
one-to-one, so I had a student who was. You already know, he was there half a day. So, I
got my feet wet really quickly. But yeah, so starting in that environment really taught me
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a lot about, you know, behavior management, things like that and ins and out of special
ed. And I did that for ten years (Personal communication, 2021).
Dr. S shared similar experiences. She talked about how she appreciated having on-the-job
experiences that taught her about special education. She said:
So, I entered my undergrad degree as at the University of Maryland Eastern Shore and I
at the time, and probably still do be what they had a great special education program, and
the advisers and other faculty members were very supportive. I think they took the
learning and assessment aspect of the teaching very seriously. So that's where I obtained
the degree I do. Still think that the information actually good information learned in the
classroom is helpful, but there's nothing better than having on-the-job experience
(Personal communication, 2021).
While she may have received coursework that she thought was helpful in leadership
experiences, most of her knowledge of special education occurred while on the job. She also
said:
I think the majority of my leadership experience in special education came from on-thejob experiences. You know, as a special educator, the range of needs and abilities are
very broad. And so, I think that's something that a program cannot teach. And so, I
experienced that with my first teaching experience teaching a self-contained class with
multiple grade levels in one class, and I had not been trained to do that. So, I was on the
job (Personal communication, 2021).
Ms. SC closely related to the experiences of Dr. S. She stated:
My experience or first experience in an educational setting was actually at a center for
autism. So, a lot of my lens was grounded around how to support all students when going
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through that program and learning behavioral management strategies (Personal
communication, 2022).
She continues to have these experiences while at work. She said:
I think even as I go through my work on a day-to-day basis, I'm constantly checking like,
OK, is this one of our special education students? OK, let's make sure we're doing all of
the things that are aligned to the plan, making sure that we are adhering to legal
requirements, et cetera, et cetera (Personal communication, 2022).
Having these workplace experiences seem to support school leaders with learning special
education, support their leadership of their special education program.
Because school leaders gain most of their knowledge about special education while onthe-job, the context of this study describes the school leader’s capacity. For the purposes of this
study, school leader capacity is defined as their ability. Based on participant responses, it was
later revealed that principals lack the capacity to manage special education in their buildings.
During her interview, Dr. M shared her experienced. She said:
We were in a position where we did not have a chairperson who really primarily handles
everything related to special education And I don't think that I could do it to be quite
honest, not within the role that I occupy as principal of the school. Because that, that is a
24-7 responsibility for the school (Personal communication, 2022).
As the interview continued, Ms. Aaron was only able to provide her experience in
special education leadership from a school-based lens. For example, she was only able to provide
answers based on the current context of her school versus general best practices. This limited her
ability to deeply engage in the conversation of special education-specific questions. Whether it
was from her own experiences or just her personal stance, she agreed that the principal should
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know more about special education because it is what’s best for children. However, at this time
getting a certification/training in special education is not something she would pursue at her own
expense. Based on the feedback from, Ms. Aaron there appear to be implications on school
principals’ ability to provide instructional leadership and support in special education. During
her interview, Dr. S expressed a barrier to her leadership capacity. She said:
I feel that once you move out of those very intentional roles to become a principal, we are
going to attend a meeting, but you're somewhat removed from the process if that makes
sense. So, it's funny because I even said this to my team leader, our instructional team
leader for special education, I am always going to let her answer the questions because
I'm not as engaged in it as I was before (Personal communication, 2021).
Similar to the experience of Dr. S, Dr. N also described part of the reason why leaders
lack the capacity in this area. She said:
It's a lot of work, you know, making sure that every student gets what they need and
making sure you stay on top of the paperwork. That's why it’s a whole two different jobs.
You know, a sped teacher and a sped coordinator. But I mean, I am equipped to do it. But
to do it effectively as well as with my other duties. That's not going to be possible. You
know what I mean? It's a whole job, you know, to really give students what they've what
they deserve and what they're supposed to have (Personal communication, 2021).
During her interview, Dr. M shared a personal story that directly supports this theme of
leaders lacking the capacity to lead special education programs in school. She said:
So interestingly enough, last year I had to write up my special education chairperson just
for some persistent issues, and she went out on leave, and it left us without a chair. And
so, we were in a position where we did not have a chairperson who really primarily
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handles everything related to special education. And I don't think that I could do it to be
quite honest, not within the role that I occupy as principal of the school. Because that,
that is a 24-7 responsibility for the school. I would have to like cheat on the whole school
with this. The special education position would be like, a whole side boo, you know? The
depth of the work and the breadth of the work are too wide for the principal of the school
(Personal communication, 2021).
The social context, in this case “schools”, support principals in developing new
knowledge about special education and special education leadership. Even within their social
context, they are not completely set up for success to put their learning into practice. Providing
management and supervision of special education requires a lot of work. Based on the
participants’ experience, it is too demanding given their current scope of work as principals.
Research Question Responses
This section provided responses to the research questions. These responses enabled
participants to understand the experiences of school principals and their lack of preparedness in
special education. Additionally, it established the rationale regarding the importance for
principals to be prepared. The voices of the participants and document analysis provided the
reader with a clear picture of the current state of special education leadership for principals and
its necessary trajectory based on the needs revealed from the study.
A review of the responses included direct quotes from the participants, that ensured that
their questions are grounded and catalyze this research. Between the initial interview and the
focus groups, there was alignment in the responses. Therefore, it provided the research with
richer data as the participants had an opportunity to go deeper about their experiences and even
express their beliefs. The document analysis informed the answers to the research questions
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because it provided addition data and context related to the principal’s experience and how
special education and special leadership in addressed in educational leadership programs.
Central Research Question
The central research question for this study was: “What are the experiences of school
principals relating to preparation in special education?” Principals bring a wealth of varying
experiences in general that led to their preparation as building leaders. Some principals have
experiences through pursuing an undergraduate or graduate degree. Other principals gained their
experiences while on-the-job. With these experiences, none of the principals stated that they
were prepared during the educational leadership training program. With these experiences they
still lack overall training as a part of educational leadership preparation. This supports the themes
of “Learning Occurs Mostly on the Job” and “Lack of Leader Knowledge in Special Education.”
Dr. E said:
I don't remember it specifically preparing me for special education specifically. I think
like I said the law class was important because I learned a lot of the things that you can
and cannot do with regards to special education. So, I will say that it did if I had not had
that, I probably would have been in some binds, but as far as specifically leading a
special education program, I don't think that I was prepared enough for that, or I would
be where I would say want to take on sole ownership of special education leadership.
(Personal communication, 2021).
When asked about preparation in special education during her educational leadership
training Dr. M also said, “None. Zero, Zilch. None, absolutely none. Did I say none?” (Personal
communication, 2021). However, 70% of them began their experiences while on the job. “Most
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of my real work and training and understanding came from actually working as an assistant
principal” (Dr. E, Personal communication, 2021).
During her interview, Dr. So did share her experiences in preparation overall although it
was not connected to her education. She said:
So, I, of course, was a teacher for a few years. Um, I got my undergraduate degree in
elementary and special education. and I also had an undergraduate degree in business. I
had so many students who had challenges reading as a special education teacher. I opted
to move forward with the special education portion of my teaching career versus general
education, although I did do both. And I had so many students who had challenges
reading that I decided I wanted to get my master's as a reading specialist. So, I pursued
my master's as a reading specialist at Loyola University. right here in Baltimore. And
after that, I returned to get my certification in educational leadership. And then I moved
forward, of course, I became a principal (Personal communication, 2021).
Sub Question One
The first sub question was: In what ways is special education leadership and development
addressed in school leadership programs? Special education leadership and development do not
appear to be addressed in school leadership programs. Based on the document analysis and
experiences of the participants, special education leadership is addressed an entirely separate
program or degree separate from leaders who pursue an educational leadership track. This is
consistent with the theme of “lack of leader knowledge in special education” because it addresses
the coursework that leaders discussed from their educational leadership programs describing how
special education and special education leadership is addressed in school leadership programs.
The document analysis revealed that special education leadership and development is a specialty
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track. School principals who pursue a degree via an educational leadership program will
typically have access to a school law class that provides an overview of IDEA (2004). While
IDEA is the federal law that governs special education, the school law course does not appear to
provide leaders with the content knowledge to be able to effectively run a school-based special
education program. Additionally, the document analysis revealed that the mission and vision of
school leadership programs do not include any narrative around the push for school leaders to be
developed in special education to support their leadership and influence at the school level.
Participants revealed the ways in which they were or were not prepared as a part of their
leadership preparation in special education and special education leadership. Dr. N. said:
I love your interview questions, especially because neither program directly or explicitly
addressed special education leadership. That was more so on a school level doing the
work, like while you're doing the work. And based on the school, how the school the
organization looked at special education and how they felt, what they thought the leader's
role was regarding special education. I have my own special background, so I didn't even
think about that until I looked at your questions like, no, nothing (Personal
communication, 2021).
Even in educational leadership programs that are well known as Peabody College –
Vanderbilt University, special education is not addressed. “My program did not focus on any
elements of special education as the focus was not limited to K-12 organizations” (Dr. B,
Personal communication, 2022). During an interview, Dr. E said:
In school, my actual formal instruction was probably one or two classes that were
required as part of my other education, my other degrees. As far as my administration
degree, I don't think that there was, I don't think that I had to take a course in special
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education. And I think we might have touched on it when we did educational law. It
might have been some touching on some of the laws related to it or some of the cases.
But as far as my actual program in ed leadership, I don't believe there was (Personal
communication, 2021).
Sub Question Two
Sub question two was: What are the educational leadership competencies that prepare
principals to lead special education programs in schools, if any? The educational leadership
competencies that prepare principals need to lead special education programs are a special
education content knowledge. This supports their ability to develop and coach special education
teachers. The other competency is profound knowledge about their school-based special
education program (e.g., students, services required). During her interview, Dr. M shared
competencies that prepare principals to lead special education programs in schools. She said:
Strong instructional capacities” for special education, definitely having an understanding
of the full process from beginning to the end, having an overview of what it means to
have a student in special education”, “being aware of things like what happens if a special
education student needs to be consequences in a certain way? And what are the
implications of all of that?” and “use of data. Like how to desegregate data just at the
school level, just in terms of being able to mine for how all kids are doing, but then when
you think about progress monitoring approaches with kids who receive special education
services and in how to actually know to push for those types of things (Dr. M. Personal
communication, 2022).
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This is consistent with the theme of “lack of leader knowledge in special education” and
the theme “learning occurs mostly on the job”. In a different lens, but although still aligned Ms.
SC said:
We need to be aware of our students with IEPs. I think even as I go through my work on
a day-to-day basis, I'm constantly checking like, OK, is this one of our special education
students? OK, let's make sure we're doing all of the things that are aligned to the plan,
making sure that we are adhering to legal requirements (Personal communication, 2022).
This lens really looks closely at the basics of special education as a competency, focusing
on simply knowing the population of students and the plans that support them. While there are
more competencies that may be beneficial, the voices of these participants established a few
more competencies that may be subjective to the context in which they lead. These competencies
may not be standardized or a part of a leader framework. However, it does not make it any less
necessary. The document analysis did not yield any specific competencies for educators who
pursue an educational leadership program. Rather, it appears that it communicates the idea that
special education is something separate from what educational leaders own in their school
building.
Sub Question Three
The third sub-question asked: How can the practice of educational leadership be
reimaged to reflect and necessitate the importance of special education leadership competency as
a standardized practice? Principals have the critical responsibility of ensuring that their school is
meeting the requirements of IDEA (2004). However, IDEA has made the specifics of their
responsibility ambiguous. For example, it has given local states the power to determine how the
requirements of IDEA will be met in schools. Therefore, LEAs were left to determine who their
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LEA representative will be for special education. As a result, IDEA should be reimaged to
necessitate the importance of special education leadership as a standardized practice through
explicitly stating the role of school districts to clearly define the responsibilities of the principal.
Additional, policies such as ESSA could also be reimaged to include special education leadership
competencies to provide guidance for leaders to support school-based special education
programs. This will directly impact institutions like the Council of Exceptional Children and the
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development – organizations that produce research
and leadership frameworks to align leadership practices across the United States. To completely
overhaul educational leadership training experiences would take some policy changes over time.
When conducting the focus group, Dr. M shared a dilemma about standing up against the school
district to ensure they are doing what’s in the best interest of students with disabilities. She
described her dilemma as:
This is something that is in at this particular moment, threatening my ability as a leader to
figure out how to create space and provide opportunities for these kids to still meet with
success without completely throwing aside district mandates (Personal communication,
2022).
This is aligned to the themes of “district priorities impact school leader actions”.
Therefore, it appears that the practice of educational leadership can be reimaged to reflect and
necessitate the importance of special education leadership competency as a standardized practice
by beginning advocacy work and action at the district level – specifically for those principals
who have their “boots on the ground” to challenge the culture and narrative around special
education. Ms. Lexus said:
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As leaders, we have multiple and even competing priorities at the school level.
Oftentimes, we do not truly have the opportunity to think about our priorities globally.
With that said, it would literally require leaders within a district to share a common vision
of special education that prioritizes it in a way that has a direct impact on our practice in
education (Personal communication, 2022).
Summary
This chapter looked closely at the themes that emerged from the participants' interactions
and interviews, reviewed artifacts through document analysis, and outlied the data. In doing this,
I was able to systematically develop and discuss three major themes, providing evidence
grounded in the participant’s voice. In triangulating the collected data, I was able to closely
explore principals’ educational leadership training experiences and their preparation to lead
special education programs in schools.
Amongst the participants, a combination of 10 programs was reviewed, some of which
the participants shared experiences in attending the same program. Of those programs, 30
documents were reviewed and analyzed against the key indicators. From the analysis, one of the
10 programs explicitly described programming that provides special education leadership
development for school principals, while only two of 10 provides curriculum related to the topic
of special education and special education leadership. From the sample of participants and their
respective programs, just 30 percent of those programs prepared this group to lead special
education programs in schools in some capacity. Additionally, some of these programs include
an educational law class. The law classes do not provide enough substantial information to
ensure that principals are prepared in special education. Ms.
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Given the data and percentage provided, this continues the push for leaders to be
provided with more training and experiences to support and sustain special education programs
in school through their leadership and development of their teams. Additionally, this data
collection process and review provided this study with clear and succinct responses to the central
research questions, and subsequent sub-questions. This contributed to the written narrative and
thematic analysis – support the reader in making connections between the transcripts and key
questions guided the study.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this case study was to explore educational leadership training experiences
for principals as it relates to preparedness to lead special education programs. The data collection
was driven by the methodology. The interviews, focus groups, and document analysis helped to
develop the thematic analysis to explain the result of the exploration. Given the theoretical
constructs of this study, the data collection methods provided a sound way to closely review the
content knowledge use the document analysis and expose the nature of experiences that support
the learning of principals in special education. Chapter Five will begin to look at the overall
picture of the study, synthesizing and bringing all the pieces together. It will discuss five
discussion subsections: interpretation of findings, implications for policy and practice, theoretical
and methodological implications, limitations and delimitations, and recommendations for future
research.
Discussion
The purpose of this section is to discuss the study’s findings gleaned from the themes
mentioned in Chapter Four. This discussion elevates my voice as the expert/researcher on the
topic for this research study. These findings were based on empirical literature and the evidence I
collected. To do this, I will be discussing the findings, themes, and implications for further
research. In closing, I will use data from the study and empirical evidence to support my claims.
Interpretation of Findings
DeMatthews, Scheffer, and Kotok (2021) conducted research that revealed how the selfperceptions of principals are misaligned with how others perceive them. This became evident as
I began to conduct initial interviews. Based on this exploratory research around leader
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experiences and competencies in special education, leaders openly admitted that they lacked
knowledge around special education. Based on the data collected, the research provides different
interpretations of the themes. This section will succinctly discuss a summary of the key themes
This will bring out the major components of the study, based on the overall themes, and discuss
the interpretation of the results of the study.
Summary of Thematic Findings
Three themes gleaned from the data were discussed in Chapter Four. The three major
themes revealed during data analysis were: “district priorities impact school leader actions”,
“learning occurs mostly on the job”, and “lack of leader knowledge in special education”. From
these themes, connections were made to address the central research questions and subquestions. The interpretation below will support the reader in juxtaposing the themes to the
overall meaning and topic of the research – while building their around key issues in special
education for school leaders.
District priorities impact school leader actions. Because the priorities vary across schools,
this impacts the actions of school leaders. One of the words that kept coming up from the
interviews is the word “mindset.” During her interview, Ms. SC said, “I think so much of it is
mindset.” (Personal communication, 2022) In the context and purpose of this study, mindset not
only refers to the mind of the school leaders in practice, but it also refers to the mindset of those
who are at the “top.” In this case, that would be policymakers, college and university leadership
and school district leaders that create the agenda and narrative for schools. There is a mindset
shift that needs to step away from the apprehension or insecurity of special education and that
prioritizes special education and special education leadership as a competency for school leaders.
Mindset is the way a person thinks, their perspective, and their interpretation of people and
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things (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Their mindset is then represented through their actions –
establishing the connection between both. Within this study, one of the mindsets extracted from
the theme is that school districts feel that school principals should not chair IEP meetings, even
in the absence of a chairperson or special education coordinator. Rather, it is relegated to the role
of a special education coordinator or someone in a similar role. As a result, this negatively
impacts the leaders influence and ability to obtain knowledge and experience with special
education, specifically connected to the program in their building.
Connected to this, the participants shared the idea that school districts do not prioritize
special education. When sharing her experience around chairing IEP meetings, during her
interview Dr. N said, “They would just reschedule until they could get someone else to do it.”
(Personal communication, 2021). It is important that IEP meetings are held, at least annually, and
timely. For her school district to reschedule the meeting, it does not appear that they are
prioritizing this mandate within special education. Rather, by rescheduling it appears as an
afterthought. This action is connected to the mindset that school districts leaders may feel or
believe that special education is not a true priority. For example, within school-wide initiatives
and programming, one may often see “Read Across America Day”, “Pi Day”, or even the
“Scholastic Book Fair”. However, there are rare opportunities to showcase and celebrate
programs specifically for special education and students with disabilities such as “Autism
Awareness Day” and “National Special Education Day”.
In contrast, there are some school districts leaders that believe that special education
should be the full responsibility of the principal – dependent upon the model or structure. If the
school district has a structure that place special education under the scope of work of the
principal, this necessitates the preparation for them in special education. In this case, preparation
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could be professional development within their network, school leadership conferences to
support with special education content knowledge, and special education leadership training that
focuses on key legal aspect and program management. Aside of school district leader mindset,
the school principal must feel and have the mindset that special education is a priority. In the
event, that a school district provides funding for programming towards special education
initiatives, the school leader must be aligned to this priority. If not, this impacts their leadership,
develop, and culture in special education.
For school leaders, learning about special education mostly occurs on the job. While
leaders are unprepared, they begin to have on-the-job experiences that prepare more than their
pre-service experiences. This contributes to the theme of “leaders lack knowledge in special
education.” From these experiences, school leaders want to learn more to be as competent as
possible. They believe that all leaders should have content knowledge, provided through
programs, that allow them to successfully lead special education in their buildings. Additionally,
leaders need a combination of coursework and on-the-job training experiences, because they lack
knowledge in special education.
Related to this theme, educational leadership preparation programs (traditional or
alternative) do not prepare leaders to move into the “trenches” of comprehensively leading a
special education program in their school building. This is evidenced by the document analysis.
The academic programs in which the participants matriculated, did not align their mission,
vision, and curriculum to ensure that principals can lead diverse learning groups as equally as
they can aggregate and discuss student achievement data. These programs lack curriculum
aligned with courses that review key aspects of IDEA (2004), common assessments in special
education that are to use to qualify students for special education, how to supervise and manage
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special education programs, and special education law. It would be highly beneficial for
institutions to offer courses like: “Overview of IDEA,” “Assessments in Special Education,”
“Supervision and Management in Special Education,” and “Case Law” or “Seminar in Special
Education.” Additionally, all the participants in this study expressed taking just one course (if at
all) about special education. This increases the gap for school leader competency in special
education leadership and development. More importantly, it was found that principals need a
combination of course and tangible experience to support with their ongoing knowledge in
special education. However, from the theme, it is clear that there are developmental needs for
principals in special education. Leaders want to know more that will increase their knowledge
and job skills. Leaders want to know more that will increase their job proficiency and skill level
on issues related to special education such as how students qualify for an IEP, what is included in
a student’s IEP, and how to better understand the uniqueness that special education teachers face
in working with these students. Knowledge in the aforementioned areas will further support
their leadership and management for special education within their school.
Job experience is important to the school leaders’ development in special education. As a
result of the developmental needs of principals in special education, leaders often create a
dependency on their special education personnel. During her interview Ms. SC said, “I know that
last year we were supported by a special education coordinator that was contracted to our school.
We’re still receiving some of that support” (Personal communication, 2022). Later in her
interview, she also said, “I don’t think I would be able to lead the special education program well
with a coordinator or director” (Personal communication, 2022).
When leaders are provided with additional training and development, this could have a
positive impact on their influence in special education. Pollock and Briscoe, (2020) discussed
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how school leaders have a great impact that puts them in a position to maintain or dismantle the
culture of special education in their building. Therefore, the themes are most connected to
improvement in leader knowledge and policies that catalyzes these efforts. Another synopsis
within these themes is that given the scope of work for school leaders and the additional work
required for special education, principals cannot manage both. Therefore, they delegate the
special education scope of work to someone who may be more knowledgeable. While there is a
level of partnership between both the principals and the special education leader, it would be
beneficial for the principal to be aware of the nuances in order to provide adequate oversight,
coaching, and development. Otherwise, this stagnates their growth and impedes upon their
knowledge acquisition of special education and special education leadership.
Implications for Policy
Currently, policy guides the practice of school leaders. Research from Bros and Schechter
(2022) highlights that the connection between education policy and school leaders presents a
challenge. The policy comes from the regulatory body that decides law and norms around
specific disciplines. At the school district levels, schools respond to challenges in policy to adapt
their operations and procedures for functioning. IDEA (2004) currently includes provisions for
providing leadership preparation and professional development in special education. However,
while this is written into one of the articles, it has not been prioritized. Across many districts one
will not see professional developments or professional learning communities for school leaders
to learn more about special education and their role as it relates to programmatic leadership.
Connolly, Zirkel, and Mayes (2019) highlight the litigious nature of special education and the
guidance provided by special education policy. This could contribute to why special education
leadership and development does not take precedent. If the attention is drawn to how to avoid
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litigation and mediations in special education, this has the potential to overshadow greater needs
in the development for school principals.
Furthermore, it would be beneficial for policymakers to adjust laws that impact
competencies for school principals to include special education through published articles and
leadership frameworks, university curriculum and programming, and leader certification
assessments. More research that discusses evidence-based practices on how school leaders can
support their special education programs. In terms of leadership frameworks, the Center for
Educational Leadership at the University of Washington has created an educational leadership
framework that includes four dimensions. The four dimensions are equitable school community,
learning and teaching environment, resource management, and collective leadership (University
of Washington School of Education, n.d.). Special education should clearly be stated under their
subdimensions of “Mission and Vision” and “Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment.”
University curriculum and programing should also include courses such “Special Education &
Supervision”, “Special Education Program Evaluation”, “Policy & Funding for Students with
Disabilities”. To establish congruency, leadership certification assessments should require school
leaders to demonstrate their knowledge of special education connected the proposed university
curriculum and programming in special education. The leader assessments could include data
analysis and scenarios related to special education programs in schools to assess leadership
knowledge.
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2020) is a policy that
currently indicates the rights people with disabilities have to an education. However, it lacks
information pertaining to leadership programs and development for leaders to support the
education of people with disabilities. Because it lacks information around leadership programs
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and development for leaders, it does not establish coherence with what is currently outlined from
IDEA (2004). Instead, it creates ambiguity for schools, school leaders, and their special
education programs. An aspect that could be added to Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities policy should include requirements to provide local government funding to offer
training and development in the supervision and management of special education programs for
school leaders. Another aspect of this policy should require leaders to obtain at least 60 clock
hours of continuing education units for the special education program to remain compliant. The
professional learning units should increase the special education leadership strategies and skills
to support the maintenance of their program. With these ideas combined, this forces the practice
of educational leadership to change. These changes should have large considerations for
principals to be further developed in their practice and overall, but particularly in the practice of
special education leadership.
Implications for Practice
Because education policy governs the practice of school leaders, inevitably there will be
implications for practice. Within the context of this study, the word “practice” references the
customary or methodological approach to a specific discipline, in this case education and
educational leadership. The principals at this site agreed that they are not prepared to lead special
education programs in their building. They also agreed that there is a need for principals to be
prepared in special education as a part of their educational leadership preparation. Given the
experiences of principals at this site and due to the small sample size of the study, this may or not
be true for principals at other school sites and school districts, globally. The research site of this
study offers a resident principal opportunity. As a resident principal, aspiring school leaders have
to opportunity to be paired with a mentor principal in order to gain the knowledge and skills
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necessary to obtain a full school principal position. In some cases, this can lead to a permanent
position at the school site or creates outside opportunities. This experience could potentially
include competencies of special education leadership as a part of their development during the
residency.
There are a number of competencies that could be incorporated into educational
leadership programs that include interpreting and applying special education law, managing the
special education IEP and eligibility process, and observing and evaluating specialized
instruction. Currently, these competencies are not found to be part of the leadership programs of
the institutions attended by the study’s participants. However, it would be beneficial and could
also be effective for other schools to integrate the provisions that IDEA includes for school
leader development in special education. Therefore, this study has the potential to shift the
mindset of school/district leaders and school leader talent experts to rethink the competencies of
the school principal. Moreover, leadership develop texts inform the practice of educational
leadership. Texts such as the Handbook for educational leadership (2011) should develop
additional chapters regarding the role, responsibility, and actions that align to school leaders
effectively managing special education programs in schools – suggesting new approaches and
competencies for school leadership practice
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) should gather monthly to discuss key trends
and approaches to special education. Topics within these PLCs could vary from month to month
based on need. However, key topics should be evaluation of special education teacher
compliance, positive behavior support strategies for students with disabilities, special and
education and family engagement strategies and identifying classroom-based accommodations
during instruction. School leadership coaches should deepen their content knowledge in special
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education to support and consult with school leaders about best practices. Talent managers have
a special role in shifting the practice. Talent managers and recruiters are responsible for seeking
high quality talent to bring to schools and school districts. A part of their role is to determine
what “high quality” looks like. From there, they can build out a hiring process that allows
candidates to demonstrate their knowledge and for talent managers and recruiters to include
special education content knowledge around special education administration within their
indicators of high quality. This is suggesting that the practice will shift in terms of what school
principals are expected to know and do. This essentially impacts the culture of leaders and their
governance over special education within their budling and global implications for practice.
Theoretical and Empirical Implications
In terms of theoretical implications, this study continues to expand the foundation of the
theory guiding this study. According to Shulman (1986), pedagogical content knowledge is a
theoretical framework that demonstrates what educators are expected to know, related to their
specific content. Consequently, this framework can be described as competencies within contentspecific areas. For example, his work supported educators in teaching and learning, assessment,
spontaneous pedagogical techniques and is represented by the general elements of content that
are seen in the practice of education (reading, biology, mathematics, etc.). Based on my study, I
have used special education content knowledge for school leaders to create an additional strand
from which the theory can be used and explained. Vygotsky's social constructivist framework
(1978) was used as the secondary framework. This framework speaks to the elements of how
people learn through their environment and engagement with others. This research study concurs
Vygotsky’s theory of constructivism because of how the principals have learned from their
environment and through interactions with their colleagues. This continues this theory as it
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emphasizes the way in which principal learn the content of special education and special
education leadership.
Theoretical
Shulman’s PCK theory (1986) refers to the specific knowledge and competencies that
educators should know to be successful in the practice of teaching and learning. The major
element of this theory is the strong knowledge base connected to the content. The way the theory
works within this study is that it explores the knowledge base of school principals, connected to
special education, by way of learning about their experiences. However, what is missing from
this theory is research around the pedagogical content knowledge of school leaders. This could
be because there is not much focus on the development of school leaders (Al-Subaie, 2021).
From the participants in this study, it suggests that special education is a part of the content
knowledge for school leaders – although there are gaps in the depth of knowledge. I have
strategically utilized the secondary framework of constructivism to depict the collaborative
nature and methodology of this study. Because the theory expresses how one learns from their
environment and through collaboration, this study invites opportunities for learning and
collaboration between the researcher and amongst the participants. It additionally supports the
context of the study and its connection to the experience of the participants having the learning
collaboratively on-the-job to increase their learning of special education and special education
leadership.
Another potential theoretical construct emerges as a tertiary framework. Lord, Foti, and
De Vader (1984) discuss the Implicit Leadership Theory (ILT). ILT as a framework looks
closely at the quality of leaders and their behaviors. Within this research study, this theory could
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have been included as means to further drive the exploration of educational leadership
competencies, connected to special education leadership.
Empirical
This study found that no education leadership programs have a dedicated curriculum to
prepare school leaders in special education (Buttram & Doolittle, 2015; Lynch, 2017). The
findings in my study concur with the findings in Chapter Two. Coviello. and DeMatthews,
(2021) discussed how school leaders believe they are unprepared to lead special education.
Research from Chapter Two also concurs with research from Melloy, Cieminski, and Sundeen,
(2021) that found that educational leadership programs are restricted to curriculum that does not
include special education. The shifts that are taking place in educational leadership programs
could lead to increasing their development in special education.
The experiences from participants are consistent with the research in Chapter Two around
special education and special education leadership not being a part of their programming (ReyesGuerra, Pisapia, & Mick, 2016; Garza, 2020; Leonard, 2020). Melloy, Cieminski, and Sundeen,
(2021) argued that educational leadership preparation programs do not provide leaders with the
experiences that build their knowledge and proficiency in special education. Research from
Steele, Steiner, and Hamilton, (2021) supports the findings in chapter two, building upon the
wealth of research on educational leadership and special education as two separate entities. This
study supports education policy research on principals and special education. Mandel and
Pendola, (2021) highlight the impact of principal turnover as a result of leaders being solely
responsible for special education. In alignment with literature from Chapter Two, research urges
school leaders to change their practices to create more equitable opportunities for students with
disabilities (Szeto, 2021). Similarly, DeMatthews and Mueller (2021) combines the principal and
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practice of special education in efforts this describes the importance of principals in establishing
an inclusive environment. This research connects and/or furthers this notion by exploring the
importance of revealing themes based on their experiences of principals, allowing readers and
researchers to see for further exploration – quantitively or qualitatively.
This research also describes the importance of leadership frameworks that communicate
and provide the language to model effective leadership practices. When reconciling the findings
in Chapter Two, some contradictions were found after reviewing the educational leadership
framework. Chapter Two describe frameworks that provide a general education approach to
educational leadership (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015; Ruben,
2019; Campbell, Chaseling, Boyd, & Shipway, 2019). Additionally, it reveals the subjectivity of
leadership frameworks that can be reflective of a single school district or organization (Jamison,
Clayton, and Thessin, 2020; New York City Department of Education, 2019; National Policy
Board for Educational Administration, 2015). However, what has been found in this study is that
educational leadership frameworks do not clearly communicate or provide a model for leaders in
special education. This study was centered on the experience and training of school leaders in
special education. This is connected to special education leader content knowledge and
competencies that should standardized in comparison to the professional standards for
educational leaders. As a result, the empirical implication of this study addresses a gap in
literature that is grounded in the blending of educational leadership and special education
leadership as equally shared competencies for school leaders.
The primary contribution of this study to the field is that overall consideration for the
practice of educational leadership to explore its connection to special education. This creates
alignment and continuity of evolving leaders to address contemporary issues in education, while
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also aligning what currently exists in policy, practice, theory, and literature. Additionally, it
contributes research to build out a new theory that diverges from current education leadership.
Current educational leadership theories describe servant leadership, transactional leadership,
transformational leadership, and emotional leadership. Yet, there is limited to no research on
special education leadership theory as an independent theory or theoretical principles that can be
woven into the current theories. Modeste, Pavlakis, and Nguyen (2022) stated that an obvious
use of educational leadership theories could better support research and practice. Currently, there
is a lack of transparency in the developmental needs of principals in special education, although
this research study highlights that (in general) the needs exist.
Limitations and Delimitations
In educational research, every study has limitations. Limitations are influences that the
researcher cannot control, and delimitations are choices made by the researcher which should be
mentioned and describe the boundaries that have been set for the study. Limitations within this
study were the impact of the site choice and the challenges faced through the COVID-19
pandemic. As a result, I was not able to control the impact of these factors on the results of the
study.
While the site was beneficial to the context of the study, limiting it to only this site
negatively impacted the ability to generalize the study. It prevented the research from gaining
more credibility by not using multiple sites within the district. Additionally, being reduced to use
one site neglected the opportunity for me to collect data from rural and suburban school districts.
Collecting data from those demographic areas could have led to different results. School
principals were the foundation of the study, given the topic. However, in the context of school,
they are the busiest employees with a limited amount of time to devote to participating in
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ongoing research. It became challenging to ensure that participants would engage and required a
level of flexibility in scheduling based on their high level of demand. Lastly, as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic, virtual communication was used to conduct the study. In-person
interactions have the potential to yield more investment from participants throughout the data
collection phase. The hope was to engage with these participants in-person, because some of
them I worked with directly. Because of the implications of social distancing, I was unable to see
authentic responses and body language that can only be gleaned from in person experiences. This
impacted the ability to obtain quality data.
Conversely, a key delimitation was the electronic or web-based communication used
throughout the study. This mode provided participants with more flexibility which gained their
initial interest in engaging. Additionally, another delimitation was strategically creating broad
demographics for the participants within the study. This supported me in having variability in
data, knowing that school principals bring diverse experiences. Therefore, there were no
boundaries on age, years of experience, or school building levels. Exploring the experiences of
school principals denotes that this may be an exploration of an experience that may not be shared
amongst all. Therefore, the final delimitation was choosing a case study over a
phenomenological study. The benefits of choosing a case study allows for deep engagement
based on the intimacy woven through case study methodology, rather than attributing the
experience to a group.
Recommendations for Future Research
In consideration of the study findings, limitations, and the delimitations placed on the
study, there are recommendations for future research. Based on the findings, I recommend
changes to educational practice regarding leadership in special education. Further research is
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needed about the idea of how school leaders are being empowered to lead special education.
Based on the account leaders within this study, exploring the phenomena that leaders may be
empowered, but not empowered to lead diverse learning groups – leading to a shift in overall
culture for special education both in policy and in practice. An inquiry should be centered
around: “How are leaders being empowered to lead or share knowledge in special education?”.
This inquiry could also be connected to future research grounded in on-the-job training
experiences of school leaders, post-practicum. Participants within this study truly relied on their
on-the-job training experiences to support their development in special education and special
education leadership. Further research could suggest or explain the connections between
educational leadership preparation, the practicum experiences, and the anticipated outcomes that
leaders experience beyond their post-graduate work. Further research is needed to closely
examine and explore the experiences of school leaders which may result in potential changes in
practicum experiences to closely align them to “real work” experiences for pre-service leaders.
Additionally, the impacts of district demographics on the competencies of school leaders
in special education require further exploration. School districts have a larger number of students
and teachers, while some school districts have a smaller number. Further research into how these
number impact school leadership and oversight of special education. School leaders could be
more involved in their special education program if their school district if there was a smaller
number of students and teachers. Conversely, school leader could be less involved with a larger
number of students and teachers. This research would support theory development around the
impacts of a school district/or environment on leader competency and involvement – catalyzing
changes to support better leaders quicker. These topics closely examine how leaders are being
empowered to lead special education and then how that impacts how they share knowledge
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around those competencies. This could include knowledge sharing around strategies, best
practices, related content knowledge, etc.
Moreover, in terms of demographics, the differences in district sizes or school program
sizes focus on how the impact of school leader's knowledge and their involvement in special
education. Next, how do the on-the-job training experiences impact the leaders' investment in
special education? For example, are the on-the-job experiences better than the experiences they
would have received in their practicum experience for their educational leadership programs?
Can there be any alignment between the two? Specifically for the empowerment of school
leaders, the methodology best served for this type of topic and research question is
phenomenological research. This involves looking at the phenomenon that exists between school
leaders and how they are being empowered to lead within their buildings in contrast to how they
may not be as empowered to lead diverse learning groups or students with disabilities - leading
to an impact on school culture and in policy and practice.
Lastly from the analysis of this data, two questions emerged that could be an additional
recommendation for further investigation: “Has the focus on equity in education replaced special
education?” and “Does this focus marginalize this population, or does it elevate their story?”
Research from Fien, Chard, and Baker (2021) discusses the shifts in equity to support the needs
of all students. Yet, some laws protect students in special education students. However, this
focus on equity appears to continue to merge special education into a “catch-all” discipline with
general education students. Could this be the reason why there are gaps in training or
development for school principals in special education? Further research is needed.
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Conclusion
What made me pursue my research is having experiences with principals who
demonstrated their lack of knowledge and context around special education. As a special
education teacher, I found myself not being able to trust the content knowledge of my school
leaders in terms of their content knowledge around special education to support my development.
From that point, I wondered about what is the preparation overall for school leaders to be able to
lead special education programs in schools? In comparison to the training that I received in
graduate school, I was clear on what specialized instruction looked like, conducting Functional
Behavior Assessments (FBAs), and having experiences with completing Antecedent - Behavior Consequence (ABC) and developing behavior intervention plans as a result. At the school level, I
later realized this type of behavioral support and planning was the role of the school social
worker. Being given that type of robust training, I wondered what the training looks like for
school leaders to be able to lead and drive this work based on the responsibilities that research
demonstrates that leaders have in their building?
Consequently, this research sought to explore exactly what the training and experience
looks like. From this research, the exploration demonstrates that principals are not prepared,
especially from their educational leadership preparation programs. Moreover, a lot of the
propaganda and national/local policy does not help sustain the culture that "this is something that
principals need to be able to know and do." Although in these interviews and even the focus
groups, at least 80 to 90 percent of the principals believe it to be beneficial for leaders to have
competency in leading special education programs. Currently, it does not appear that providing
this level of competency for today’s school leaders is a keen focus of attention in school districts,
alternative certification programs, and even in leadership assessments. Instead, it is mostly
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captured by phrases like "diverse learning groups" and pushing more of the "equity” lens, which
has the potential to overshadow the gaps that we have in support for students with disabilities.
These ideas contribute to why we have topics of over-identification and disproportionality in
special education.
The problem still exists that school principals are not prepared to lead special education
programs in schools. This research sought to explore this problem by capturing the account of
principals – specifically around what they know, what they do not know, and their beliefs about
special education as an educational leadership competency. This research offers other researchers
an opportunity to prove whether or not this is experience is true. This supports in closing the gap
in leadership practice and development. While this work focused on principal experience, it
questioned other areas that also have an impact on this problem. For example, the review of
literature considered popular leadership frameworks, leadership assessment, and preparation, as
well as educational leadership curriculum at colleges and universities. It is imperative to explore
the full scope of work for principals while advocating for diverse populations and whole-leader
development to increase high-quality school programs – positively impacting the overall state of
contemporary education.

151
REFERENCES
Acton, K. S. (2021). School leaders as change agents: Do principals have the tools they
need? Management in Education, 35(1), 43-51.
Adom, D., Yeboah, A., & Ankrah, A. (2016). Constructivism philosophical paradigm:
Implication for research, teaching, and learning. Global Journal of Arts Humanities and
Social Sciences, 4(10), 1–9.
Agran, M., Jackson, L., Kurth, J. A., Ryndak, D., Burnette, K., Jameson, M., Zagona, A.,
Fitzpatrick, H., & Wehmeyer, M. (2020). Why aren’t students with severe disabilities
being placed in general education classrooms: Examining the relations among classroom
placement, learner outcomes, and other factors. Research and Practice for Persons with
Severe Disabilities, 45(1), 4-13.
Ainscow, M. (2016). Diversity and equity: A global education challenge. New Zealand Journal
of Educational Studies, 51(2), 143-155.
Al-Mahdy, Y. F. H., & Emam, M. M. (2018). 'Much ado about something' how school leaders
affect attitudes towards inclusive education: The case of Oman. International Journal of
Inclusive Education, 22(11), 1154-1172.
Al-Subaie, O. (2021). A proposed program to develop the professional competencies of leaders
of public schools in the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Journal of Entrepreneurship
Education, 24(2), 1-17.
Almeida, P. C. A. de, Davis, C. L. F., Calil, A. M. G. C., & Vilalva, A. M. (2019). Shulman’s
theoretical categories: An integrative review in the field of teacher education. Cadernos
De Pesquisa (Fundação Carlos Chagas), 49(174), 130-149.

152
Barakat, M., Reames, E., & Kensler, L. A. W. (2019). Leadership preparation programs:
Preparing culturally competent educational leaders. Journal of Research on Leadership
Education, 14(3), 212-235.
Barendsen, E., & Henze, I. (2019). Relating teacher PCK and teacher practice using classroom
observation. Research in Science Education, 49(5), 1141-1175.
Bartlett, L., & Vavrus, F. (2017). Comparative case studies. Educação e Realidade, 42(3), 899.
Bateman, C. F., & Bateman, D. F. (2015). Special education's hotspot: The Principalship.
Principal Leadership, 15(6), 19-21.
Bateman, D., & Cline, J. L. (2019). Special education leadership: Building effective
programming in schools. Routledge.
Bettini, E., Benedict, A., Thomas, R., Kimerling, J., Choi, N., & McLeskey, J. (2017).
Cultivating a community of effective special education teachers: Local special education
administrators’ roles. Remedial and Special Education, 38(2), 111-126.
Bettini, E., Gurel, S., Park, Y., Leite, W., & McLeskey, J. (2019). Principals' qualifications in
special education and students with and at risk for disabilities' reading achievement
growth in kindergarten. Exceptionality, 27(1), 18-31.
Bettini, E., Mason-Williams, L., & Barber, B. R. (2020). Access to qualified, well-supported
principals across alternative educational settings and neighborhood schools. The Journal
of Special Education, 53(4), 195–205.
Bicehouse, V., Faieta, J. (2017). IDEA at age forty: Weathering common core standards and data
driven decision making. Contemporary Issues in Education Research, 10(1), 33-44.
Billingsley, B., Crockett, J. B., & Boscardin, M. L. (2018). Handbook of leadership and
administration for special education. Taylor and Francis.

153
Black, W. R., Burrello, L. C., & Mann, J. L. (2017). A new framework for leadership
preparation: Appreciative organizing in education. NASSP Bulletin, 101(1), 50-71.
Blanton, L. P., Pugach, M. C., & Boveda, M. (2018) Interrogating the intersections between
general and special education in the history of teacher education reform. Journal of
Teacher Education, 69(4), 354-366.
Bleiker, J., Morgan-Trimmer, S., Knapp, K., & Hopkins, S. (2019). Navigating the maze:
Qualitative research methodologies and their philosophical foundations. Radiography,
(25), S4-S8.
Board of Education. v. Rowley, 458 U.S. 176 (1982).
Boddy, C. R. (2016). Sample size for qualitative research. Qualitative Market Research: An
International Journal, 19(4), 426-432.
Brandenburg, R. (2021). Enacting a pedagogy of reflection in initial teacher education using
critical incident identification and examination: A self-study of practice. Reflective
Practice, 22(1), 16-31.
Brazer, S. D., & Bauer, S. C. (2013). Preparing instructional leaders: A model. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 49(4), 645-684.
Brooks, J. S., & Normore, A. H. (2015). Qualitative research and educational leadership:
Essential dynamics to consider when designing and conducting studies. International
Journal of Educational Management, 29(7), 798-806.
Brooks, J. S., & Normore, A. H. (2015). Qualitative research and educational
leadership. International Journal of Educational Management, 29(7), 798-806.

154
Bros, E., & Schechter, C. (2022). The Coherence Challenge Between Policy Makers and School
Leaders: Exploring a National Pedagogical Reform. Journal of School
Leadership. https://doi.org/10.1177/10526846211067641
Burstein, A. B., & Kohn, E. (2017). What makes a good school leadership program? A
qualitative study of the lookstein center educational leadership advancement initiative
(ELAI). Journal of Jewish Education, 83(2), 109-132.
Burt, B. A., Lundgren, K., & Schroetter, J. (2017). Learning from within: A longitudinal case
study of an education research group. Studies in Graduate and Postdoctoral
Education, 8(2), 128.
Bush, T. (2018). Preparation and induction for school principals: Global
perspectives. Management in Education, 32(2), 66–71.
Buttram, J. L., & Doolittle, V. (2015). Redesign of EdD and PhD educational leadership
programs. International Journal of Educational Reform, 24(3), 282-308.
Campbell, P., Chaseling, M., Boyd, W., & Shipway, B. (2019). The effective instructional
leader. Professional Development in Education, 45(2), 276-290.
Campbell, S. (2015). Conducting case study research. American Society for Clinical Laboratory
Science, 28(3), 201-205.
Candela, A. G. (2019). Exploring the function of member checking. The Qualitative
Report, 24(3), 619-628.
Castillo-Montoya, M. (2016). Preparing for interview research: The interview protocol
refinement framework. The Qualitative Report, 21(5), 811-831.

155
Chan, K. K. H., & Yung, B. H. W. (2018). Developing pedagogical content knowledge for
teaching a new topic: More than teaching experience and subject matter
knowledge. Research in Science Education, 48(2), 233-265.
Cobb, C. (2015). Principals play many parts: A review of the research on school principals as
special education leaders 2001-2011. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 19(3),
213-234.
Cohen, L., Manion, L. & Morrison, K. (2018). Research methods in education (Eighth Edition).
Routledge.
Connolly, J. F., Zirkel, P. A., & Mayes, T. A. (2019). State due process hearing systems under
the IDEA: An update. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 30(3), 156-163.
Cornett, J., & Knackstedt, K. M. (2020). Original sin(s): Lessons from the US model of special
education and an opportunity for leaders. Journal of Educational Administration, 58(5),
507-520.
Cosner, S., Tozer, S., Zavitkovsky, P., & Whalen, S. P. (2015). Cultivating exemplary school
leadership preparation at a research intensive university. Journal of Research on
Leadership Education, 10(1), 11–38.
Council for Exceptional Children, & CEEDAR Center. (2015). High-leverage practices in
special education: Foundations for student success. VA: Council for Exceptional
Children. https://systemimprovement.org/uploads/files/CEC-HLP-Web.pdf.
Coviello, J., & DeMatthews, D. E. (2021). Failure is not final: Principals’ perspectives on
creating inclusive schools for students with disabilities. Journal of Educational
Administration, 59(4), 514-531.

156
Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among
five approaches (4th ed.). Sage.
Day, C., Gu, Q., & Sammons, P. (2016). The impact of leadership on student outcomes: How
successful school leaders use transformational and instructional strategies to make a
difference. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(2), 221-258.
Dean, B. A. (2018). The interpretivist and the learner. International Journal of Doctoral
Studies, 13, 1-8.
DeMatthews, D. (2015). Making sense of social justice leadership: A case study of a principal's
experiences to create a more inclusive school. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 14(2),
139-166.
DeMatthews, & Mueller, C. (2021). Principal Leadership for Inclusion: Supporting Positive
Student Identity Development for Students with Disabilities. Journal of Research on
Leadership Education. https://doi.org/10.1177/19427751211015420
DeMatthews, D. E., Kotok, S., & Serafini, A. (2020). Leadership Preparation for Special
Education and Inclusive Schools: Beliefs and Recommendations From Successful
Principals. Journal of Research on Leadership Education, 15(4), 303–329.
DeMatthews, D. E., Scheffer, M., & Kotok, S. (2021). Useful or useless? Principal perceptions
of the Texas principal evaluation and support system. Journal of Research on Leadership
Education, 16(4), 279-304.
DeMatthews, D., Billingsley, B., McLeskey, J., & Sharma, U. (2020). Principal leadership for
students with disabilities in effective inclusive schools. Journal of Educational
Administration, 58(5), 539-554.

157

District of Columbia Public Schools Division of Specialized Instruction, Office of Teaching and
Learning. (2018). Division of Specialized Instruction (DSI): Special Education Programs
and Resources Guide for Staff.
https://dcps.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dcps/publication/attachments/Attachment%
20J9%20%28DSI%20SY1819%20Staff%20Programs%20and%20Resources%20Guide%29.pdf.
District of Columbia Public Schools. (2013). The Mary Jane Patterson Fellowship for Aspiring
Principals. https://dcps.dc.gov/page/
mary-jane-patterson-fellowship-aspiring-principals.
District of Columbia Public Schools. (2017). A Capitol Commitment: Strategic Plan 2017-2022.
https://dcps.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dcps/publication/attachments/DCPS
Strategic Plan - A Capital Commitment 2017-2022-English_0.pdf
Dolph, D (2017). Challenges and opportunities for school improvement: Recommendations for
urban school principals. Education and Urban Society, 49(4), 363-387.
Educational Testing Service. (2021). About the School Leadership Series.
https://www.ets.org/sls/about/.
English, F. W. (2011). The Sage handbook of educational leadership: Advances in theory,
research, and practice (2nd ed.). Sage.
Etikan, I., Musa, S. A., & Alkassim, R. S. (2016). Comparison of convenience sampling and
purposive sampling. American journal of theoretical and applied statistics, 5(1), 1-4.

158
Fanoos, A., & He, Y. (2021). Curriculum analysis of educational leadership master’s programs
in the university system of Maryland. Educational Management Administration &
Leadership, 49(5), 841–858.
Farghaly, A. (2018). Comparing and Contrasting Quantitative and Qualitative Research
Approaches in Education: The peculiar situation of medical education. Education in
Medicine Journal, 10, 3-11.
Faulkner, S. A., Cook, C. M., Thompson, N. L., Howell, P. B., Rintamaa, M. F., & Miller, N. C.
(2017). Mapping the varied terrain of specialized middle level teacher preparation and
licensure. Middle School Journal, 48(2), 8-13.
Fellner, G. (2015). The problem is education not “special education”. Cultural Studies of Science
Education, 10(4), 1089-1101.
Fien, H., Chard, D. J., & Baker, S. K. (2021). Can the evidence revolution and multi‐tiered
systems of support improve education equity and reading achievement? Reading
Research Quarterly, 56(S1), S105-S118.
Frick, W. C., Faircloth, S. C., & Little, K. S. (2013). Responding to the collective and individual
“Best interests of students”: Revisiting the tension between administrative practice and
ethical imperatives in special education leadership. Educational Administration
Quarterly, 49(2), 207-242.
Frost, L., & Kersten, T. (2011). The role of the elementary principal in the instructional
leadership of special education. International Journal of Educational Leadership
Preparation, 6, 1–21.
Gall, M. D., Gall, J. P., & Borg, W. R. (2015). Applying educational research: How to read, do,
and use research to solve problems of practice (7th ed). Boston, MA: Prentice Hall, Inc.

159
Gallagher, P. A., Greenberg, D., Campbell, J. M., Stoneman, Z., & Feinberg, I. Z. (2019). Early
identification and connection to services among urban parents who have low income and
low-literacy skills. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 34(2), 97106.
Garrison-Wade, D., Sobel, D., & Fulmer, C. L. (2007). Inclusive leadership: Preparing principals
for the role that awaits them. Educational Leadership and Administration, 19, 117.
Garza, E. (2020). Exploring the praxis of collective and reciprocal mentorship: Leadership
preparation through the urban school leaders collaborative. Mentoring & Tutoring for
Partnership in Learning, 28(4), 459-479.
Gash, H. (2015). Knowledge construction: A paradigm shift. New Directions for Teaching and
Learning, 2015(143), 5-23.
Gates, S., Baird, M., Doss, C., Hamilton, L., Opper, I., Master, B., Tuma, A., & Zaber, M.
(2019). Preparing school leaders for success: Evaluation of new leader's aspiring
principals program, 2012-2017. RAND Corporation. Retrieved from
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2812.html.
Gawlik, M. (2018). Instructional leadership and the charter school principal. School Leadership
& Management, 38(5), 539-565.
Gentles, S. J., Charles, C., Ploeg, J., & McKibbon, K. A. (2015). Sampling in qualitative
research: Insights from an overview of the methods literature. The Qualitative
Report, 20(11), 1772.
Gil, E., & Kim, T. (2018). Response to “Redesigning systems of school accountability”:
Addressing underlying inequities. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 26, 9.

160
Gill, P., & Baillie, J. (2018). Interviews and focus groups in qualitative research: An update for
the digital age. British Dental Journal, 225(7), 668-672.
Giordano, K., LoCascio, S., & Inoa, R. (2019). Special education placement: An
interdisciplinary case study. The Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership, 22(2), 1425
Gonzales, R. G., Heredia, L., & Negron-Gonzales, G. (2015). Understanding Pyler's legacy:
Undocumented students, schools, and citizenship. Harvard Educational Review, 85(3),
318.
Gordon, S. P., Taylor-Backor, K., & Croteau, S. (2017). Recommended capacities for
educational leadership: Pre-reform era scholars versus reform-era scholars versus
national standards. NASSP Bulletin, 101(3), 188-214.
Gore, J. M. (2017). Reconciling educational research traditions. The Australian Educational
Researcher, 44(4), 357-372.
Grindal, T., Schifter, L. A., Schwartz, G., & Hehir, T. (2019). Racial differences in special
education identification and placement: Evidence across three states. Harvard
Educational Review, 89(4), 525-553.
Grissom, J. A., Mitani, H., & Richard S. L. Blissett. (2017). Principal licensure exams and future
job performance: Evidence from the school leader’s licensure assessment. Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 39(2), 248-280.
Gunawan, J. (2015). Ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research. Belitung Nursing Journal,
1(1), 10-11.
Hajar, A. (2021). Theoretical foundations of phenomenography: A critical review. Higher
Education Research and Development, 40(7), 1421-1436.

161
Hallinger, P., & Wang, W. (2015). Assessing instructional leadership with the principal
instructional management rating scale (2015 Edition.). Cham: Springer.
Hamilton, C. R. (2020). Charter School Principals’ Perceived Self-Efficacy Implementing the
Every Student Succeeds Act. Retrieved from
http://ezproxy.liberty.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.proquest.com%2Fdissertat
ions-theses%2Fcharter-school-principals-perceived-selfefficacy%2Fdocview%2F2450188033%2Fse-2%3Faccountid%3D12085.
Hardy, I., & Grootenboer, P (2016). Cultivating community: Detailing school and community
engagement under complex conditions. Teaching Education, 27(1), 21-38.
Harland, T. (2014). Learning about case study methodology to research higher education.
Higher Education Research & Development, 33(6), 1113–1122.
Harris, A., & Jones, M. (2020). COVID-19 school leadership in disruptive times. School
Leadership & Management, 40(4), 243-247.
Harris, A., & Jones, M. (2021). Exploring the leadership knowledge base: Evidence,
implications, and challenges for educational leadership in wales. School Leadership &
Management, 41(1-2), 41-53.
Harrison, H., Birks, M., Franklin, R., & Mills, J. (2017). Case Study Research: Foundations and
Methodological Orientations. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative
Social Research, 18(1).
Hassan, H. H., & Carter, V. B. (2021). Black and white female disproportional discipline K–12.
Education and Urban Society, 53(1), 23-41.
Hébert, T. P. (2019). A longitudinal case study of exceptional leadership talent. Gifted Child
Quarterly, 63(1), 22-35.

162
Hedges, S., Ruddy, A., Boyland, L., Swensson, J., & Kennedy, J. (2020). The uncharted nature
of licensure requirements for charter school principals: Implications and possibilities for
policy action. Journal of Research on Leadership Education, 15(1), 3-27.
Henry, M., & Johnson, H. (2018). The construction of an appropriate education program by
Florida administrative law judges pre-Rowley, post-Rowley, and post-IDEA 2004.
Power and Education, 10(1), 58-70.
Hitt, D. H., & Tucker, P. D. (2016). Systematic review of key leader practices found to influence
student achievement: A unified framework. Review of Educational Research, 86(2), 531569.
Hofstetter, R (2014). Mapping the discipline history of education. Paedagogica Historica, 50(6),
871-880.
Holley, K. (2017). Interdisciplinary curriculum and learning in higher education. Oxford
Research Encyclopedia of Education.
Hughes, M. (2016). Interviewing. In Research methods for postgraduates /.
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118763025.ch26
Hult, A., Lundstrom, U., & Edstrom, C. (2016). Balancing managerial and professional
demands: School principals as evaluation brokers. Education Inquiry, 7(3).
Iserbyt, P., Ward, P., & Li, W. (2017). Effects of improved content knowledge on pedagogical
content knowledge and student performance in physical education. Physical Education
and Sport Pedagogy, 22(1), 71-88.
Jacobson, S., McCarthy, M., & Pounder, D. (2015). What Makes a Leadership Preparation
Program Exemplary? Journal of Research on Leadership Education, 10(1), 63–76.

163
James, C., Connolly, M., & Hawkins, M. (2020). Reconceptualising and redefining educational
leadership practice. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 23(5), 618-635
Jamison, K., Clayton, J. K., & Thessin, R. A. (2020). Utilizing the educational leadership
mentoring framework to analyze intern and mentor dynamics during the administrative
internship. Mentoring & Tutoring for Partnership in Learning, 28(5), 578-601.
Johan, M., Hellberg, K., Gunvie, M., Rose, R., & Shevlin, M. (2019). Conducting the Pilot
Study: A Neglected Part of the Research Process? Methodological Findings Supporting
the Importance of Piloting in Qualitative Research Studies. International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, (18),
http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.liberty.edu/10.1177/1609406919878341
Kaden, U. (2020). COVID-19 school closure-related changes to the professional life of a K–12
teacher. Education Sciences, 10(6), 165.
Kauffman, J. M., & Hornby, G. (2020). Inclusive vision versus special education
reality. Education Sciences, 10(258), 258.
Keogh, B. K. (2007). Celebrating PL 94-142: The education of all handicapped children act of
1975. Issues in Teacher Education, 16(2), 65.
Ketelle, D., & Lin, B. (2019). Aesthetic leadership and school leadership preparation: Cultivating
aesthetic awareness through an arts-based leadership development curriculum. AASA
Journal of Scholarship & Practice, 16(2), 6.
Khalīfah, M. (2015). Handbook of urban educational leadership: Rowman & Littlefield.
Khatri, K. K. (2020) Research Paradigm: A Philosophy of Educational Research. International
Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences, 5(5), 1435–1440.

164
Kim, T. (2020). Becoming skillful leaders: American school principals’ transformative
learning. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 48(2), 353-378.
KIPP. (2016). KIPP Leadership Framework and Competency Model. https://www.kipp.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/11/KIPP_Leadership_Competency_Model.pdf.
Klang, N., Gustafson, K., Mollas, G., Nilholm, C., Goransson, K. (2017). Enacting the role of
special needs educator - six Swedish case studies. European Journal of Special Needs
Education, 32(3), 391-405.
Kohli, R., Montaño, E., & Fisher, D. (2019). History matters: Challenging an A-historical
approach to restorative justice in teacher education. Theory into Practice, 58(4), 377-384.
Krueger-Henney, P. (2019). Through space into the flesh: Mapping inscriptions of anti-black
racist and ableist schooling on young people's bodies. Curriculum Inquiry, 49(4), 426441
Lashley, C. (2007). Principal leadership for special education: An ethical
framework. Exceptionality: A Special education Journal, 15(3), 177–187.
Leithwood, K., Harris, A., & Hopkins, D. (2020). Seven strong claims about successful school
leadership revisited. School Leadership & Management, 40(1), 5-22.
Leko, M. M., Cook, B. G., & Cook, L. (2021). Qualitative methods in special education
research. Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, 36(4), 278-286.
Leo, U. (2015). Professional norms guiding school principals’ pedagogical
leadership. International Journal of Educational Management, 29(4), 461-476.
Leonard, J. (2020). Programmatic effects of the Massachusetts performance assessment for
leaders. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 19(3), 407-430.

165
Lewallen, T. C., Hunt, H., Potts-Datema, W., Zaza, S., & Giles, W. (2015). The whole school,
whole community, whole child model: A new approach for improving educational
attainment and healthy development for students. The Journal of School Health, 85(11),
729-739.
Liou, D. D., & Hermanns, C. (2017). Preparing transformative leaders for diversity, immigration,
and equitable expectations for school-wide excellence. International Journal of
Educational Management, 31(5), 661-678.
Lord, R.G., Foti, R.J. and De Vader, C.L. (1984), “A test of leadership categorization theory:
internal structure, information processing and leadership perceptions.” Organizational
Behavior and Human Performance, 34(3), 343-78.
Lubienski, C., & Lee, J. (2016). Competitive incentives and the education market: How charter
schools define themselves in metropolitan Detroit. Peabody Journal of Education, 91(1),
64-80.
LUCMS Team. (2020). Advanced Educational Law.
https://www.liberty.edu/online/courses/educ747/.
Lueker, J. (2016). Who's in charge here? the lost connection between IDEA requirements and
local implementation. The Journal of Gender, Race, and Justice, 18(2), 477-498.
Lynch, J. M. (2017). Responsibilities of today’s principal: Implications for principal preparation
programs and principal certification policies. Rural Special Education Quarterly, 31(2),
40–47.

166
Lyon, A. R., Cook, C. R., Brown, E. C., Locke, J., Davis, C., Ehrhart, M., & Aarons, G. A.
(2018). Assessing organizational implementation context in the education sector:
Confirmatory factor analysis of measures of implementation leadership, climate, and
citizenship. Implementation Science: IS, 13(1), 5-5.
Mandel, Z., & Pendola, A. (2021). Policy and principal turnover: The impact of the Texas
special education cap. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 29, 152.
Martin, S., Gourwitz, J., & Hall, K. P. (2016). Mentoring urban school leaders: A model. Journal
of School Leadership, 26(2), 314-333.
Mavrogordato, M., & White, R. S. (2020). Leveraging policy implementation for social justice:
How school leaders shape educational opportunity when implementing policy for English
learners. Educational Administration Quarterly, 56(1), 3-45.
McCarthy, M. (2015). Reflections on the evolution of educational leadership preparation
programs in the United States and challenges ahead. Journal of Educational
Administration, 53(3), 416-438.
McDaniel College. (2021). Special Education, M.S. | McDaniel. Requirements for an M.S.
Special Education Degree. https://www.mcdaniel.edu/academics/graduate-professionalstudies/special-education-ms
Melloy, K. J., Cieminski, A., & Sundeen, T. (2021). Accepting educational responsibility:
Preparing administrators to lead inclusive schools. Journal of Research on Leadership
Education, 194277512110184.
Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Mindset. In Merriam-Webster.com dictionary. https://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/mindset.

167
Mestry, R. (2017). Empowering principals to lead and manage public schools effectively in the
21st century. South African Journal of Education, 37(1), 1-11.
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook.
2nd ed. Sage.
Mitani, H. (2018). Principals’ working conditions, job stress, and turnover behaviors under
NCLB accountability pressure. Educational Administration Quarterly, 54(5), 822-862.
Mlakar, M. K. (2019). Principals' Mindset: Growth or Fixed? Retrieved from ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses Global. (2572570656).
http://ezproxy.liberty.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.proquest.com%2Fdissertat
ions-theses%2Fprincipals-mindset-growth-fixed%2Fdocview%2F2572570656%2Fse2%3Faccountid%3D12085
Modeste, M. E., Pavlakis, A. E., & Nguyen, C. (2022). Theory amid policy and practice: A
typology of theory use in educational leadership scholarship. Journal of Research on
Leadership Education, 17(1), 55-89.
Mohajan, H. K. (2018). Qualitative research methodology in social sciences and related
subjects. Journal of Economic Development, Environment and People, 7(1), 23-48.
Moore, L. D., Hakim, M. K., & Branch, R. (2016). Teachers’ perceptions of principals as
instructional leaders and student academic achievement in elementary schools. Journal
of Marketing and Management, 7(1), 1.
Morse, J. M. (1994) Emerging from the data: the cognitive processes of analysis in qualitative
inquiry. In Morse J.M. (Ed) Critical Issues in Qualitative Research Methods. Sage.
Morse, J. M. (2015). Critical analysis of strategies for determining rigor in qualitative
inquiry. Qualitative Health Research, 25(9), 1212-1222.

168
Mu, G. M., Liang, W., Lu, L., & Huang, D. (2018). Building pedagogical content knowledge
within professional learning communities: An approach to counteracting regional
education inequality. Teaching and Teacher Education, 73, 24-34.
Murphy, J., Louis, K. S., & Smylie, M. (2017). Positive school leadership: How the professional
standards for educational leaders can be brought to life. The Phi Delta Kappan, 99(1), 2124.
Naidoo, P., & Petersen, N. (2016). Towards a leadership programme for primary school
principals as instructional leaders. South African Journal of Childhood Education, 5(3).
National Policy Board for Educational Administration. (2015). Professional standards for
educational leaders. https://www.npbea.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/ProfessionalStandards-for-Educational-Leaders_2015.pdf.
Navarro, S. B., Zervas, P., Gesa, R. F., & Sampson, D. G. (2016). Developing teachers'
competences for designing inclusive learning experiences. Journal of Educational
Technology & Society, 19(1), 17-27.
Neugebauer, S. R., & Heineke, A. J. (2020). Unpacking K-12 teachers' understandings of
academic language. Teacher Education Quarterly (Claremont, Calif.), 47(2), 158-182.
New Leaders. (2020). Programs. https://newleaders.org/programs/.
Ng, S., & Szeto, S. E. (2016). Preparing school leaders: The professional development needs of
newly appointed principals. Educational Management Administration &
Leadership, 44(4), 540-557.
Niesche, R. (2018). Critical perspectives in educational leadership: A new 'theory turn'? Journal
of Educational Administration and History, 50(3), 145-158.

169
Norberg, K. (2017). Educational leadership and immigration: Preparation, practice, and policy –
the Swedish case. International Journal of Educational Management, 31(5), 633-645.
Normore, A. H., & Issa Lahera, A. (2019). The evolution of educational leadership preparation
programmes. Journal of Educational Administration and History, 51(1), 27-42.
Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J. (2017). Thematic analysis: Striving to
meet the trustworthiness criteria. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16(1).
Nyika, L., & Murray-Orr, A. (2017). Critical race theory–social constructivist bricolage: A
health-promoting schools research methodology. Health Education Journal, 76(4), 432441
O’Connor, K. (2020). Constructivism, curriculum, and the knowledge question: Tensions and
challenges for higher education. Studies in Higher Education (Dorchester-on-Thames), 111
O’Malley, M. P., & Capper, C. A. (2015). A measure of the quality of educational leadership
programs for social justice: Integrating LGBTIQ identities into principal
preparation. Educational Administration Quarterly, 51(2), 290-330.
Obiakor, F. E., & Bakken, J. P. (2016). General and special education inclusion in an age of
change: Roles of professionals involved. Emerald Publishing Limited.
Obiakor, F. E., & Bakken, J. P. (2019). Special education for young learners with
disabilities (First ed.). Emerald Publishing Limited.
Orr, M. T., & Hollingworth, L. (2018). How performance assessment for leaders (PAL)
influences preparation program quality and effectiveness. School Leadership &
Management, 38(5), 496-517.

170
Osiname, A. T. (2018). Utilizing the critical inclusive praxis: The voyage of five selected school
principals in building inclusive school cultures. Improving Schools, 21(1), 63-83.
Overall, L. (2007). Big theory 3: Vygotsky and social constructivism. (pp.73). Sage.
Pannell, S., Peltier-Glaze, B., Haynes, I., Davis, D., & Skelton, C. (2015). Evaluating the
effectiveness of traditional and alternative principal preparation programs. Journal of
Organizational and Educational Leadership, 1(2).
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1131525.pdf.
Park, J., & Ham, S. (2016). Whose perception of principal instructional leadership? principalteacher perceptual (dis)agreement and its influence on teacher collaboration. Asia Pacific
Journal of Education, 36(3), 450-469.
Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (4th edition). Sage.
Pazey, B., & Yates, J. (2018). Conceptual and Historical Foundations of Special education
Administration.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/328876215_Conceptual_and_Historical_Found
ations_of_Special _Education Administration/references.
Perilla, N. (2014). Leading the future: Rethinking principal preparation and accountability
frameworks. Harvard Journal of Hispanic Policy, 26, 59.
Pham, J. H., & Philip, T. M. (2021). Shifting education reform towards anti-racist and
intersectional visions of justice: A study of pedagogies of organizing by a teacher of
color. The Journal of the Learning Sciences, 30(1), 27-51.
Phan, H. P., Ngu, B. H., Wang, H., Shih, J., Shi, S., & Lin, R. (2018). Understanding levels of
best practice: An empirical validation. PloS One, 13(6), e0198888.

171
Pollock, K., & Briscoe, P. (2020). School principals’ understandings of student difference and
diversity and how these understandings influence their work. International Journal of
Educational Management, 34(3), 518-534.
Pulkkinen, J., & Jahnukainen, M. (2016). Finnish reform of the funding and provision of special
education: The views of principals and municipal education administrators. Educational
Review, 68(2), 171-188.
Quantz, R., Cambron-McCabe, N., Dantley, M., & Hachem, A. H. (2017). Culture-based
leadership. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 20(3), 376-392.
Quong, T. (2016). School leadership and evidence-based practice. Australian Educational
Leader, 38(1), 22-25.
Rao, K., & Meo, G. (2016). Using universal design for learning to design standards-based
lessons. SAGE Open, 6(4), 215824401668068.
Reid, D. B. (2021). US principals’ sensemaking of the future roles and responsibilities of school
principals. Educational Management, Administration & Leadership, 49(2), 251-267.
Reyes-Guerra, D., Pisapia, J., & Mick, A. (2016). The preparation of cognitively agile principals
for turnaround schools: A leadership preparation programme study. School Leadership &
Management, 36(4), 401-418.
Richards, K. A. R., & Hemphill, M. A. (2018). A practical guide to collaborative qualitative data
analysis. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education, 37(2), 225-231.
Risen, D. M., Tripses, J., & Risen, A. (2015). Role of school leaders in interdisciplinary
connections in special education (pp. 95-117). Emerald Group Publishing Limited.

172
Rodriguez, J., Powell, S., Straub, C., Vince-Garland, K., & Wienke, W. (2019). Developing
effective advocates during doctoral preparation: An examination of federal-level special
education policy internships. International Journal of Education Policy and
Leadership, 15(4)
Roegman, R., & Woulfin, S. (2019). Got theory?: Reconceptualizing the nature of the theorypractice gap in K-12 educational leadership. Journal of Educational
Administration, 57(1), 2-20.
Rousmaniere, K. (2013). Principal’s Office, The A Social History of the American School
Principal. State University of New York Press.
Ruben, B.D. (2019), "An Overview of the Leadership Competency Framework", Gigliotti,
R.A. (Ed.) Competencies for Effective Leadership (pp. 19-28). Emerald Publishing
Limited.
Russell, T. (2018). A teacher educator's lessons learned from reflective practice. European
Journal of Teacher Education, 41(1), 4-14.
Samuels, C. A. (2018). The important role principals play in special education. Education
Week, 38(9), 26.
Sarid, A. (2019). Social justice dilemmas: A multidimensional framework of social justice
educational leadership. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 1-19.
Scharfenberg, F., & Bogner, F. X. (2016). A new role change approach in pre-service teacher
education for developing pedagogical content knowledge in the context of a student
outreach lab. Research in Science Education, 46(5), 743-766.
Schneider, T. L. (2020). A social constructivist grounded theory of school principal legal
learning. Journal of Research on Leadership Education. 194277512090219.

173
Schraeder, M., Fox, J., & Mohn, R. (2021). K‐2 principal knowledge (not leadership) matters for
dyslexia intervention. Dyslexia (Chichester, England), 27(4), 525-547
Schulze, R., & Boscardin, M. L. (2018). Leadership perceptions of principals with and without
special education backgrounds. Journal of School Leadership, 28(1), 4-30.
Scott, J., Trujillo, T., & Rivera, M. D. (2016). Reframing teaching for America: A conceptual
framework for the next generation of scholarship. Education Policy Analysis
Archives, 24, 12.
Shaked, H. (2020). Social justice leadership, instructional leadership, and the goals of schooling.
International Journal of Educational Management, 34(1), 81-95.
Shulman, L. S. (1986). Those who understand: Knowledge growth in teaching. Educational
Researcher, 15(2), 4-14.
Sinnema, C. E. L., Robinson, V. M. J., Ludlow, L., & Pope, D. (2015). How effective is the
principal discrepancy between New Zealand teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of
principal effectiveness. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability, 27(3),
275-301.
Slater, C. L., Garcia Garduno, J. M., & Mentz, K. (2018). Frameworks for principal preparation
and leadership development: Contributions of the international study of principal
preparation (ISPP). Management in Education, 32(3), 126-134.
Smith, P. R. (2018). Collecting sufficient evidence when conducting a case study. Qualitative
Report, 23(5), 1043-1048.
Smith, W. C., & Holloway, J. (2020). School testing culture and teacher
satisfaction. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability, 32(4), 461-479.

174
Song, S. Y., Eddy, J. M., Thompson, H. M., Adams, B., & Beskow, J. (2020). Restorative
consultation in schools: A systematic review and call for restorative justice science to
promote anti-racism and social justice. Journal of Educational and Psychological
Consultation, 30(4), 462-476.
Spaulding, L. S., & Pratt S. M. (2015). A review and analysis of the history of special
education and disability advocacy in the United States. American Educational
History, 42(1-2), 91-109,
Statti, A., & Villegas, S. (2020). The use of mobile learning in grades K-12: A literature review
of current trends and practices. Peabody Journal of Education, 95(2), 139-147.
Steele, J. L., Steiner, E. D., & Hamilton, L. S. (2021). Priming the leadership pipeline: School
performance and climate under an urban school leadership residency program.
Educational Administration Quarterly, 57(2), 221-256.
Stein, M. K., & Nelson, B. S. (2003). Leadership content knowledge. Educational Evaluation
and Policy Analysis, 25(4), 423-448.
Stiefel, L., Gottfried, M., Shiferaw, M., & Schwartz, A. (2021). Is special education improving?
case evidence from new york city. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 32(2), 95-107.
Sturges, J. E., & Hanrahan, K. J. (2004). Comparing telephone and face-to-face qualitative
interviewing: A research note. Qualitative Research, 4(1), 107–118.
Subba, A. B., Yangzom, C., Dorji, K., Choden, S., Namgay, U., Carrington, S., Nickerson, J.
(2019). Supporting students with disability in schools in Bhutan: Perspectives from
school principals. International Journal of Inclusive Education: Inclusive Education in
the Asia Indo-Pacific Region, 23(1), 42-64.

175
Sugrue, C. (2015). Unmasking school leadership: A longitudinal life history of school
leaders (2015th ed.). Springer.
Sun, A. Q., & Xin, J. F. (2020). School principals' opinions about special education
services. Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and
Youth, 64(2), 106-115.
Sutton, J., & Austin, Z. (2015). Qualitative research: Data collection, analysis, and
management. The Canadian Journal of Hospital Pharmacy, 68(3), 226–231.
Szeto, E. (2021;2020;). How do principals’ practices reflect democratic leadership for inclusion
in diverse school settings? A Hong Kong case study. Educational Management,
Administration & Leadership, 49(3), 471-492.
Taylor, S., & Hall, S. (2017). Measuring success: Goals and outcomes for educational
programs. The Journal of Continuing Education in Nursing, 48(12), 537-538.
Teach For America. (2019). School Leadership Programs. https://www.teachforamerica.org/lifeas-an-alum/alumni-resources/school-leadership-programs.
Tefera, A. A., & Fischman, G. E. (2020). How and why context matters in the study of racial
disproportionality in special education: Toward a critical disability education policy
approach. Equity & Excellence in Education, 53(4), 433-448.
Templeton, R. (2017). Special education leadership at the elementary school level: How does
knowledge influence leadership? Journal of Special Education Leadership: The Journal
of the Council of Administrators of Special Education., 30(1).
Terosky, A. L. (2016). Enacting instructional leadership: Perspectives and actions of public K-12
principals. School Leadership & Management, 36(3), 311-332.

176
Terrell, S. R. (2016). Writing a proposal for your dissertation: Guidelines and examples. The
Guilford Press.
Thanh, N. C., & Thanh, T. T. (2015). The interconnection between interpretivist paradigm and
qualitative methods in education. American Journal of Educational Science, 1(2), 24-27.
Thompson, P. A. (2017). Effective leadership competencies of school-based special education
administrators. Journal of Special Education Leadership, 30(1), 31–47
Tingle, E., Corrales, A., & Peters, M. L. (2019). Leadership development programs: Investing in
school principals. Educational Studies, 45(1), 1-16.
Tokuhama-Espinosa, T. (2019). The Learning Sciences Framework in educational leadership.
Frontiers in Education, 4. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2019.00136
Trujillo, T., Scott, J., & Rivera, M. (2017). Follow the yellow brick road: Teach for America and
the making of educational leaders. American Journal of Education, 123(3), 353-391.
U.S. Department of Education. (2017). Sec. 300.39 Special education.
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/a/300.39
Uljens, M. (2015). Curriculum work as educational leadership - paradoxes and theoretical
foundations. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 2015(1), 27010.
University of Washington School of Education. (n.d.). The 4 dimensions of school leadership.
https://info.k-12leadership.org/hubfs/documents/4D%20vOct2020.pdf
Urton, K., Wilbert, J., & Hennemann, T. (2014). Attitudes towards inclusion and self-efficacy of
principals and teachers. Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal, 12(2), 151.
US Office of Special education Programs. (2007). History Twenty-Five Years of Progress in
Education: Educating Children with Disabilities through IDEA.
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/leg/idea/history.pdf

177
Van Boxtel, J. (2017). Common core expertise for special education teachers: What do special
education administrators think is important? Teacher Education Quarterly (Claremont,
Calif.), 44(3), 57-73.
Vanderlinde, R., & van Braak, J. (2010). The gap between educational research and practice:
Views of teachers, school leaders, intermediaries and researchers. British Educational
Research Journal, 36(2), 299-316.
Versland, T. M., & Erickson, J. L. (2017). Leading by example: A case study of the influence of
principal self-efficacy on collective efficacy. Cogent Education, 4(1).
Viloria, M. L., & Ramirez, A. (2021). Wait! I need to take care of school safety: A novice
Principal’s experience with elopement and novice special education teachers’
support. The Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership, 24(2), 112-125.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes.
Harvard University Press.
Waite, D., & Bogotch, I. (2017). The Wiley international handbook of education leadership.
Wiley Blackwell.
Wang, Y., Bowers, A. J., & Fikis, D. J. (2017). Automated text data mining analysis of five
decades of educational leadership research literature: Probabilistic topic modeling of
EAQ articles from 1965 to 2014. Educational Administration Quarterly, 53(2), 289-323.
Webber-Ritchey, K. J., Simonovich, S. D., & Spurlark, R. S. (2021). COVID-19: Qualitative
research with vulnerable populations. Nursing Science Quarterly, 34(1), 13–19.
Welch, J., & Hodge, M. (2018). Assessing impact: The role of leadership competency models in
developing effective school leaders. School Leadership & Management, 38(4), 355-377.

178
Williams, S. M. (2015). The future of principal preparation and principal evaluation: Reflections
of the current policy context for school leaders. Journal of Research on Leadership
Education, 10(3), 222-225.
Williamson, R., & Blackburn, B. R. (2016). The principalship from A to Z 2(2.). Routledge.
Winburn, A., Cabrera, J., & Lewis, C. (2020). Examining empathy and advocacy in K-12
educational leaders. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 1–18.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2020.1811896
Wongsopawiro, D. S., Zwart, R. C., & van Driel, J. H. (2017). Identifying pathways of teachers'
PCK development. Teachers and Teaching, 23(2), 191-210.
Worden, D. (2015). The development of content knowledge through teaching practice. Ilha do
Desterro, 68(1), 105-119.
Woulfin, S. L. (2017). Fusing organizational theory, policy, and leadership: A depiction of
policy learning activities in a principal preparation program. Journal of Research on
Leadership Education, 12(2), 166–175.
Wright, J. S., Arnold, N. W., & Khalifa, M. (2018). Diversifying approaches to educational
leadership: The impact of tradition in a changing educational landscape. Journal of
School Leadership, 28(6), 815–833.
Wylie, C. (2020). How the educational leadership capability framework can strengthen school
leadership. New Zealand Principal, 35(1), 11-12.
Yazan, B. (2015). Three Approaches to Case Study Methods in Education: Yin, Merriam, and
Stake. The Qualitative Report, 20(2), 134-152.
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol20/iss2/12.

179
Yell, M. L., Rogers, D., & Rogers, E. L. (2016). The legal history of special education. Remedial
and Special education, 19(4), 219-228.
Yildrim, C., Kaya A. (2019). The contributions of school principals as constructivist leaders to
their schools’ organizational change. Asian Journal of Education and Training, 5(1): 1-9
Yin, J., & Partelow, L. (2020). An Overview of the Alternative Teacher Certification Sector
Outside of Higher Education.
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2020/12/04101343/Overview-ofAlternative-Certification1.pdf?_ga=2.179311660.981878009.1622142514511918370.1622142514.
Yin, R. (2018). Case study research: Design and methods (5th ed.). Sage.
Young, M. D. (2015). The leadership challenge: Supporting the learning of all
students. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 14(4), 389-410.
Young, M. D., & Perrone, F. (2016). How are standards used, by whom, and to what
end? Journal of Research on Leadership Education, 11(1), 3-11.
Young, M. D., Anderson, E., & Nash, A. M. (2017). Preparing school leaders: Standards-based
curriculum in the United States. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 16(2), 228-271.
Young, M. D., Gooden, M. A., & O'Doherty, A. P. (2015). Chapter 30: Preparing leaders to
support the education of diverse learners. In Handbook of Urban Educational
Leadership (pp. 441–459). Rowman & Littlefield.
Young, M. D., Mawhinney, H., & Reed, C. J. (2016). Leveraging standards to promote program
quality. Journal of Research on Leadership Education, 11(1), 12-42.

180
Young, M. D., Winn, K. M., & Reedy, M. A. (2017). The every student succeeds act:
Strengthening the focus on educational leadership. Educational Administration
Quarterly, 53(5), 705-726.
Zirkel, P. A. (2017). Failure to implement the IEP: The third dimension of FAPE under the
IDEA. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 28(3), 174-179.

181
APPENDIX A

182
APPENDIX B
CONSENT FORM
PRINCIPAL PREPAREDNESS: EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP PROGRAMS AND HOW
THEY PREPARE PRINCIPALS TO LEAD SPECIAL EDUCATION PROGRAMS IN
SCHOOLS
Tyriq Simmons
Liberty University
School of Education
You are invited to be in a research study understanding the preparedness of principals leading
special education programs in schools. You were selected as a possible participant
because of your position as a principal. Please read this form and ask any questions you
may have before agreeing to be in the study.
Tyriq Simmons, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University, is
conducting this study.
Background Information: The purpose of this study is to look specifically at educational
leadership programmatic structures, as a means to discover the impact on prospective
educational leaders. Specifically, the process of this research explores how these programs
prepare candidates to be highly effective in leading school-based special education programs.
Procedures: If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things:
1. Select participants will be requested to participate in a face-to-face interview or phone
conference consisting of 11 questions. The interview is expected to take less than 30
minutes and will be audio recorded for future transcription purposes.
Risks: The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you
would encounter in everyday life.
Benefits: Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
Compensation: Participants will not be compensated for participating in this study.
Confidentiality: The records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored
securely, and only the researcher will have access to the records. The following steps and
procedures will be adhered to in order to maintain confidentiality:
• Participants and site will be assigned a pseudonym.
• I will conduct the interviews in a location where others will not easily overhear the
conversation.
• Data will be stored on a password locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.
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•

Interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored on a password
locked device for three years and then erased. Only the researcher will have access to
these recordings.
Voluntary Nature of the Study: Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether
or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with Liberty
University. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or
withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.
How to Withdraw from the Study: If you choose to withdraw from the study, please exit the
survey and close your internet browser. Your responses will not be recorded or included
in the study. If you choose to withdraw from the study after completion of the survey and
prior to the interview or observation, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw,
data collected from you will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this
study.
Contacts and Questions: The researcher conducting this study is Jason Brand. You may ask
any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact
him via email at __________________.
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board,
1971 University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at
irb@liberty.edu.
Please notify the researcher if you would like a copy of this information for your records.
Statement of Consent: I have read and understood the above information. I have asked
questions and have received answers. I consent to participate in the study.
The researcher has my permission to audio-record me as part of my participation in this
study.
______________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date
______________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Investigator
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APPENDIX C
Standardized Open-Ended Interview Questions
1. Please state your name.
2. Describe the school level or levels of your building (e.g., early childhood, secondary)
3. Talk to me about the special education program here at your school (e.g., inclusion, selfcontained)
4. Describe your education/training in educational leadership?
5. Which program did you attend or were you apart of?
6. Describe the preparation your program gave you in special education.
7. Describe the preparation your program gave you in special education leadership.
8. Describe your level of expertise in independently developing and individualized
education program (IEP).
9. Describe your knowledge about special education.
10. How well do you feel that you can lead your special education program without your
coordinator/director?
11. Describe three things that you do not know about leading a special education program.
12. Describe your level of participation in your special education program (e.g. chairing IEP
meetings, MDT Meetings).
13. Describe your general attitudes towards the need for principals to be prepared in special
education as a part of their educational leadership preparation.
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APPENDIX D
Focus Group Interview Questions
1. Describe the competencies you believe a principal should have in terms of special
education leadership.
2. What are some of the things that you’ve learned while on the job that supported your
knowledge in special education leadership.
3. What are your authentic reservations about your expertise in terms of leading the
special education program here at your school?
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APPENDIX E
Reflexive Journal Entries
Notes
I began my career as a special education teacher in a special
education day school. When I moved to a different school to
learn more about inclusion, I experienced a principal who
introduced herself by her experiences in education - I am
assuming to establish trust in her leadership. However, I did not
later realize how hurtful this would become to my perceptions
about school principals. I was also a part of a school where I
received no direct coaching and development - only observations
and feedback by instructional coaches. However, during my
evaluations she was the person to deliver the feedback. The
feedback was not grounded in special education or content
knowledge key for my role. It was clear she had no knowledge.
When I worked a transition coordinator at central office. I
connected with a school where the principal assigned the
assistant principal to be the LEA representative. She was
completed experienced and not fully invested into being a school
that is fully in compliance with special education.

When developing the interview questions, I wanted to ensure
they were objective as possible.
In my early experiences as a teacher, special education teachers
did not typically have a clearly established pipeline to become an
assistant principal or principal. Most are capped at becoming a
special education coordinator.
I interviewed one of the participants. She has such a through
experience and feeling connected to education. She openly
discussed her lack of experiences with special education from an
educational standpoint. However, she talked about her personal
connections based on her family and her professional connection
based on how she wants what's best for kids in her school
building.
I interviewed another participant where I had not realized the
potential wealth of experiences a principals could actually bring.
From her early experiences as a teacher, she became super
invested in the education of her students. She was a special
education teacher. However, she was empowered by the fact that
her students had difficulty reading. From there her career
continued to evolve into working with special populations even
as a school leader.

Potential Bias

How Will You Address?

Principals have no clue about special
education.
1. Assistant principals also have no clue
about special education. 2. Because
principals delegate to huge task to others,
this must be reflective of their own gaps.
The interview questions about their
experiences are isolated to what I think are
key experiences and may not be reflective
of experiences from the point of view of
the principal.

Objective interactions
during the interviews.
Allow participants to share
more information, rather
only what the question
asked. Remain open to their
experience and perspective.

Remain open to the
Leader do not come from a background of possibility that my
special education.
assumptions are narrowed.

Remain open to the
Isolating principal experience to education possibility that my
and training.
assumptions are narrowed.

Not considering the overall idea that
principles would have experience.

Remain open to the
possibility that my
assumptions are narrowed.

